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INTRODUCTION

“Before | built a wall I'd ask to know
What | was walling in or walling out,
And to whom | was like to give offence.”
- Robert Frost
Women of the Wall (WOW) is a prayer group whose central mission is to achieve

“the social and legal recognition of the right, as women, to wear prayer shawls, pray out
loud and read from the Torah collectively at the women’s section of the Western Wall” in
Jerusalem." Since 1988, Women of the Wall has been a topic of great controversy among
Jews representing nearly every denomination and demographic because of its endeavor to
pray as a multi-denominational prayer group at the Ultra-Orthodox-led Western Wall. A
deeper look at the diverse perspectives on Women of the Wall can enable one to further
understand the complexities that this multi-denominational prayer group embodies. Far
from black and white, this research will delve into the sociological relations that have
played out on both Israeli and American soil. These relations include: 1) women in the
religious, public sphere; 2) Israeli-American relations; and 3) the clash of religion and
state in Israel. This thesis will also consider the possibility of religious pluralism—the
breaking down of walls between Jewish denominations and the recognition that there is

more than one way to be Jewish—in Israel.

To date, the only published work on the history of WOW is Phyllis Chesler and

1 Women of the Wall registered as an official non-governmental organization on June 25, 1998:
Registration paper “mnminy 5w w2 a7wvn” in author’s possession. Women of the Wall, “Mission,” 20186,
http://www.womenofthewall.org.il/mission/ (accessed May 2, 2017). Email correspondence with Lesley
Sachs, March 23, 2017. It should be noted that the mission statement written when WOW registered as a
non-governmental organization specifies the women’s section of the Western Wall as part of the prayer
group’s goal. As of 2016, Women of the Wall is willing to accept a new proposed plan in the southern
section of the Western Wall and has changed its mission statement on its website. Still, WOW has not
changed the registered mission statement in order to give the prayer group leverage in negotiations to
remain in the women’s section.



Rivka Haut’s book, Women of the Wall: Claiming Sacred Ground at Judaism’s Holy Site.
This book is a compilation of personal narratives provided by those who contributed in
one way or another to WOW’s early years.? Chesler and Haut assembled testimonies
from rabbis, founding WOW participants, and early WOW supporters. Although the
Chesler and Haut volume provides historians with valuable primary source material, this
work is not a critical history of WOW. Additionally, since the book was published in
2002, the importance of reconstructing the history of this organization over the last
fifteen years becomes all the more significant.

This thesis will not only provide an overview of Women of the Wall’s history, but
it will also provide readers with an analysis of how this organization has changed over
time, highlighting the critical turning points. Furthermore, it will demonstrate how
Women of the Wall’s history reflects larger issues of Israeli society. Lastly, this thesis
will draw conclusions from primary source findings and offer prospects for Women of
the Wall’s success.

Currently, Women of the Wall is part of a coalition of both American and Israeli
liberal Jewish movements with the goal of creating a pluralistic and egalitarian prayer
section at the southern end of the Western Wall. The formation of this coalition came as a
result of negotiations first advised by Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu in April 2013
and led by Jewish Agency Chairman Natan Sharansky. Nevertheless, although the Israeli
Supreme Court voted in support of the construction of a third section, Prime Minister

Netanyahu has refrained from implementing the plan as of January 2017.

2 phyllis Chesler and Rivka Haut, Women of the Wall: Claiming Sacred Ground at Judaism’s Holy Site
(Woodstock, VT: Jewish Lights, 2003).



This plan is considered a compromise with the men and women’s prayer plazas
under the auspices of the Western Wall Heritage Foundation, conducted by the ultra-
Orthodox leader Rabbi Shmuel Rabinowitz, and the new prayer plaza to be governed by
WOW and progressive Jewish leaders. Under the new plan, the Western Wall will still
remain a religious holy site governed by religious institutions instead of being conducted
as a national holy site. However, the implementation of the plan would grant authority to
religious institutions other than just the ultra-Orthodox and would signify national
recognition of liberal Jewry in Israel.

Through Women of the Wall’s influence on women in the public sphere, its use of
media as a tool for social change, and its social values of feminism and Jewish religious
pluralism, WOW is strengthening democracy in Israeli society. This argument will be
explored through four chapters. The first chapter will explain three main effects WOW
has had in the religious public sphere in Israeli society: 1) It has been a source of
consciousness-raising for women’s religious equality; 2) It has been a source of Jewish
women’s empowerment; and 3) It has helped maintain a space for Jewish women to
exercise their religious rights in the public sphere. The second chapter will discuss how
media has been used as a tool for social advocacy through two turning points in Women
of the Wall’s history. In Israel, media has put WOW on the public agenda, while in
America it has served as a means for greater investment and active support for the prayer
group. The third chapter will call into question the degree of Jewish religious pluralism
that is possible in Israel and consider how the very nature of a multi-denominational
prayer group is reinforcing democracy in Israeli society. WOW is bringing the issues of

gender equality and religious equality to the forefront of Israeli society, revealing the



problems of a theocracy governed by a solitary denominational establishment. The fourth
chapter presents the plan for the creation of a pluralistic third section at the Western Wall.
Aside from offering WOW?’s perspective, this chapter will also present various
perspectives on the compromise proposal including the viewpoints of the prayer group
that calls itself “Original-Women of the Wall,” Rabbi Shmuel Rabinowitz, and the
Masorti Movement for Conservative Judaism in Israel. This chapter will also explain the
symbolic and political implications that the Western Wall compromise could have on
Israeli society and world Jewry. The recognition of non-Orthodox streams of Judaism
would signify Israel’s acknowledgment that there is more than one way to be Jewish and
such a development could be the impetus for further Jewish pluralism and equality in

Israel.

Methodology

This history of Women of the Wall is based on both primary and secondary
sources. Twenty interviews were conducted over three months (from July to September
2016) with subjects chosen by purposeful sampling. Interviews were conducted with
those who play or have played an integral role in the development of Women of the Wall.
This sampling also included individuals who provided a viewpoint on Women of the
Wall related to a specific Jewish denomination, Israeli or American physical
demographic, and Israeli or American nationality. Additionally, vocal opponents of the
organizations were included to paint a more comprehensive picture of the Women of the
Wall controversy.

Questionnaires were developed to serve as an outline for conducting the interviews.

The majority of interviews were conducted via Skype or phone with one done in person.



Interview questions as well as the thesis proposal and research consent forms were
translated into modern Hebrew, and those who could not participate in an English
interview were asked to type their answers in Hebrew and email their responses. A native
Hebrew speaker translated these Hebrew interviews into English. Typed transcripts exist
for all interviews and provide the basis for this thesis, which offers a variety of
perspectives on Women of the Wall’s enduring narrative. These interview transcripts will
be deposited at The Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the American Jewish Archives located
on the campus of Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion in Cincinnati,
Ohio. In addition to the data harvested from oral interviews, supplementary information
was gathered from Women of the Wall’s own documents including press releases and
court case records.

Some of the key interviewees for this research include Anat Hoffman, Lesley
Sachs, Rabbi Rick Jacobs, Yizhar Hess, and Rabbi Shmuel Rabinowitz. Anat Hoffman is
the Chairwoman of Women of the Wall’s board. She is also the Executive Director of the
Israel Religious Action Center (IRAC), the legal and advocacy arm of the Reform
Movement in Israel. Hoffman is a well-known social activist, who served as a Jerusalem
city councilor for fourteen years, fighting for the rights of minority groups.® As she
responded in her interview, she is “fascinated by what happens to minorities, because
[she] believes that the Jewish state is measured by how it deals with its weakest people in
society—how we deal with our prisoners, how we deal with our minorities, with our

»d

special needs people, the disenfranchised—that really defines who we are.”” Hoffman

* Women of the Wall, “Board and Staff,” http://www.womenofthewall.org.il/full-history/ (accessed May 3,
2017).
* Transcript of Skype interview with Anat Hoffman, September 8, 2016, p. 1.



feels that both women and liberal Jews are among those treated as minorities in Israeli
society, and it is these groups, in particular, that have motivated her social advocacy
work.’

Lesley Sachs is the Director of Women of the Wall. She was born in South Africa
and moved to Haifa, Israel when her parents made aliyah when she was five years old.®
Sachs is the 2014 recipient of the National Council of Jewish Women Jewel Bellush
Outstanding Israeli Feminist award. She was one of the founding members of Isha L’isha,
Haifa’s Feminist Center, and worked for ten years with the Israel Women’s Network
striving for social equality. Sachs also served as the Executive Director of the IRAC and
the Vice President of the World Union for Progressive Judaism (WUPJ). She was on the
board of directors for the Jewish National Fund-Keren Kayemeth Lelsrael and is
currently the chair of Michmanim—The Pre-Army Mechina Program in Jaffa.” She
brings extensive experience in running NGOs (hon-governmental/non-profit
organizations) to her position with Women of the Wall 2

Rabbi Rick Jacobs is the President of the Union for Reform Judaism, the largest
Jewish denomination in North America. Rabbi Jacobs is part of a coalition organized by
Jewish Agency Chairman Natan Sharansky to find a resolution to women’s equality at
the Western Wall. The coalition includes Women of the Wall, the Federations of North

America, and Jewish leaders from both the American and Israeli Jewish denominational

5 -
Ibid., p. 5.
® Transcript of Skype interview with Lesley Sachs, September 5, 2016, p. 1.
" Women of the Wall, “Board and Staff,” http://www.womenofthewall.org.il/full-history/ (accessed March
15, 2017)
& Transcript of Skype interview with Lesley Sachs, September 5, 2016, p. 2.



movements in Israel.? Having studied for two decades at Jerusalem’s Shalom Hartman
Institute where he is now a senior rabbinic fellow, he is committed to paving the way for
greater Jewish pluralism in Israel. He has also held numerous leadership positions with
the Association of Reform Zionists of America (ARZA) and the World Union for
Progressive Judaism.™°

Yizhar Hess is the Executive Director of The Masorti Foundation for
Conservative Judaism in Israel. He is a licensed lawyer from the Israel Bar Association
and “represents the Masorti-Conservative Movement in the negotiations with the Israeli
government regarding egalitarian prayer at the Kotel.”** He is a supporter of Jewish
pluralism and a part of the coalition attempting to find a solution to women’s prayer at
the Kotel. Hess regularly joins Women of the Wall for Rosh Chodesh services and feels
that it is *“a spiritual experience to be there to daven with [Women of the Wall] in a way
that enables [him] to express Jewish activism” in addition to prayer being something that
speaks to him in general.*?

Rabbi Shmuel Rabinowitz is a Haredi (ultra-Orthodox) rabbi currently serving as
the Rabbi of the Western Wall Heritage Foundation, which oversees the Kotel. Born in
Jerusalem, he studied at the Yeshiva “Kol Torah” and was ordained by the halakhic
(Jewish legal) authority of the generation, Rabbi Shimo Zalman Orbach. Rabbi

Rabinowitz served in the religious troops of the Israel Defense Forces and later obtained

a position as Community Rabbi in Jerusalem. From 1994-1995, he served as the Rabbi of

® Transcript of Skype interview with Rick Jacobs, July 27, 2016, p. 1.

9 URJ, “Rabbi Rick Jacobs,” https://www.urj.org/rabbi-rick-jacobs (accessed March 15, 2017).

' New Israel Fund, “Yizhar Hess, Executive Director of the Masorti Movement in Israel, in conversation,”
http://www.newisraelfund.org.uk/yizhar-hess/ (accessed March 15, 2017).

12 Transcript of Skype interview with Yizhar Hess, August 25, 2016, p. 2.



the Holy Sites in Israel. Rabbi Rabinowitz is a vocal opponent of Women of the Wall.™?

Disclaimer

This research recognizes the danger in categorizing people and does not seek to
discriminate against any denomination or group. It understands that individuals cannot be
solely defined by their religious denominations or identifications but should be defined
by their individual actions. It also understands that within each religious denomination,

there exists a spectrum of adherence to religious tradition.

13 Written interview with Shmuel Rabinowitz, September 18, 2016, p. 1. Translated by Rabbi Ofer Beit-
Halachmi.



COMPREHENSIVE CHRONOLOGY

Setting the Scene: Why the Western Wall?

The Western Wall in Jerusalem, known in Hebrew as the Kotel, is a site which
connects Jews of all types to their past. It is a remnant of one of four support walls that
surrounded the Second Temple before its destruction in 70 CE. Because the Western
Wall was the closest to the Temple’s Holy of Holies, the inner sanctuary of the Temple, it
has become a place of prayer for Jews around the world. This site has also been called the
“Wailing Wall” as it has served as a place of assembly for Jews to lament the loss of the
Temple.

Both men and women actually prayed together at the Western Wall until 1948,
when Jordanian forces conquered the Old City of Jerusalem in the War of
Independence.™* Under Jordanian control, Israelis were forbidden to pray at the Western
Wall. However, the Old City was recaptured by Israel in 1967 in the Six-Day War. Men
and women once again prayed together, but this would quickly end as this historic
national site began its transformation into a religious site. Following the war, the Arab
Maghreb (North African) Quarter was destroyed in order to create a larger public plaza
for the many Jews expected to visit the site.”> Then, on June 27, 1967, the Knesset,
Israel’s legislative body, passed the Protection of Holy Places Law, 1967.'° This law
“authorize[d] the Chief Rabbis of Israel to set the rules and regulations of the Kotel.”*’

Rabbi Shlomo Goren, then Chief Rabbi of the Israeli Defense Forces, granted oversight

of the Western Wall to Rabbi Yehuda Getz, an Orthodox rabbi who served as the Chief

“Yuval Elizur and Lawrence Malkin, The War Within: Israel’s Ultra-Orthodox Threat to Democracy and
the Nation (London: The Overlook Press, 2013).
1> The Jewish Agency for Israel and Makom, “Timeline of the Kotel,” http://makomisrael.org/wp-
content/uploads/2013/02/Timeline-of-the-Kotel-A5.pdf (accessed May 3, 2017).
16 Read the Protection of Holy Places Law 5727 (1967) at
P}tps://www.knesset.gov.iI/Iaws/special/eng/HonPIaces.htm (accessed May 3, 2017).

Ibid.



Rabbi of Jewish holy sites."® On July 19, 1967, the Ministry of Religion erected a
mechitzah (divider), creating unequal prayer sections at the Kotel with the men’s section
four times larger than the women’s section.® As of May 2017, this arrangement remains.
Rabbi Getz governed the Western Wall until his death in 1995, with Rabbi Shmuel
Rabinowitz succeeded him.

The election of the Likud Party (National Liberal Party) in 1977 and the ascension
of Menachem Begin played a large part in granting power to the right-wing religious
sector of Israel. The Orthodox parties formed a coalition with Likud, which was a new
development in Israel’s history. The religious minority had put an end to the continuous
rule of secular governments.?’ At this time, “the Orthodox push to erode what little
separation there existed between state and synagogue in Israeli society provoked a harsh
backlash from the Reform and Conservative branches” of American Jewry.?* This new
coalition held power that began to alter the religious character of Israeli society.

In December 1989, the Ministries of Religion and Justice ruled to “prohibit the
conduct of a religious ceremony which is not according to the custom of the place and
which injures the sensitivities of the worshiping public towards the place.”?* This custom
was not defined in writing, but authority was given to the Western Wall Heritage
Foundation [WWHF], which governs the Western Wall and which enforces ultra-

Orthodox practice as the “local custom.” The WWHF is under the leadership of Rabbi

'8 John Ankerberg and Jimmy DeYoung, Israel Under Fire: The Prophetic Chain of Events That Threatens
the Middle East (Eugene, OR: Harvest House Publishers, 2009), 109.

9 The Jewish Agency for Israel and Makom, “Timeline of the Kotel.”

20 Elizur and Malkin, The War Within, p.31-34.

2! Danny Ben-Moshe and Zohar Segev, eds., Israel, the Diaspora, and Jewish Identity (Brighton: Sussex
Academic Press, 2007), 126.

22 Marshall J. Breger, Yitzhak Reiter, and Leonard Hammer, eds., Holy Places in the Israeli-Palestinian
Conflict: Confrontation and Co-Existence (New York: Routledge, 2009), 32.
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Rabinowitz, who serves as the Kotel administrator. With this shift in authority, the status
of the Western Wall shifted as well—from being conducted as a national, holy site, to an
ultra-Orthodox synagogue.

Since 1995, Rabbi Rabinowitz has enforced gender segregation with the mechitza
(divider), “modest” dress rules and other restrictions according to the “local custom,”
which he has defined as “ultra-Orthodoxy.” Since, in the eyes of the ultra-Orthodox, the
tallit (prayer shawl) is seen as a “male garment,” women cannot pray with a prayer shawl.
Also, since ultra-Orthodox Jewish custom does not allow men to hear a woman’s voice
for fear that her voice will distract a man from his prayer or study, women are excluded
from public spheres that involve raised voices and ultimately, are silenced. Unlike the
men’s prayer section, the women’s section is only one-quarter of the Western Wall and
does not permit the use of any Torah scrolls.

Although the Western Wall can be a place for Jews to connect to something larger
than themselves—to their peoplehood, to the thousands who have been there before them
and the thousands who will come after them—today it tests the strength of Klal Yisrael,
the Jewish collective. It tests the viability of religious equality and religious pluralism in
Israel. These tests are exemplified through the controversial events surrounding the

prayer group Women of the Wall.

11



December 1, 1988: Women gather together to pray at the Western
Wall with tallitot and prayer shawls. This photo would later represent
Women of the Wall’s first Torah service at the Kotel.

Source: Women of the Wall’s educational materials.

Motivations to Pray at the Western Wall

With the many inequalities that exist at the Western Wall, some may question
why non-ultra-Orthodox Jews would even choose to pray specifically at the site. One can
identify four main motivations: religious-historical significance; national significance;
spiritual significance; and symbolic significance. However, for some who live in
Jerusalem and routinely pray at the Western Wall, the site has become simply another

place of worship.

1) Religious-historical significance

Right now, the Kotel is the closest place that Jews can really pray at, the

12



closest place where the Kodesh Kiddushin Beit HaMikdash was at. Quite
often on a Rosh Chodesh,?® I’m sure there are other days, but on Rosh
Chodesh particularly, during Hallel, I’ll raise my eyes and look over the
top of the wall and sort of have a feeling that I’m in the right place, the
makom kadosh. ~Cheryl Birkner Mack®*
Those who connect to the Western Wall because of its religious-historical significance
find the site meaningful because of its physical location and its connection to the ancient

Temple’s Holy of Holies.

2) National significance
I wish the government would turn it into a site of national significance
instead of insisting it had to be considered an ultra-Orthodox synagogue. |
think if it were seen in the bigger picture of what it is, a site of national
significance, it would be much healthier for Israel. That would mean a
different Israel. —Rabbi Jackie Ellenson®
Those who connect to the Western Wall because of national significance find the site
meaningful because of its connection to Israel’s attainment of independence. In the Israeli
victory of the Six Day War in 1967, Israeli paratroopers captured the Western Wall from

Jordan, turning it into a national site.

2 Rosh Chodesh, meaning “head of the month” in Hebrew, is the term used to indicate the beginning of
each new Jewish month. The Jewish calendar is determined by the lunar cycle.

2 Transcript of interview with Cheryl Birkner Mack, September 2, 2016, p. 4.

% Transcript of interview with Jacqueline Koch Ellenson, July 27, 2016, p.8.
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3) Spiritual significance:

“l feel a connection to my ancestors and my people there.” —Rachel Jeshurun-
Cohen®
Those who connect to the Western Wall because of its spiritual significance view the
Western Wall as a place where they can sense something larger than themselves. This
may be an experience of God or a more general experience of being in a holy place and
connecting to one’s Jewish peoplehood. “Holiness,” what is known as “kedusha’ in
Hebrew, is defined in many different ways. One argument for what makes something

“holy” is the prolonged use of something for religious practice.

4) Symbolic significance:
I think that it has a symbolic aspect in that, that symbolism can be and
should be transferred to all other areas of equality in which there is
exclusion of women from public spaces, whether it's buses or post offices
or serving in the army or whatever it is. | think that our struggle is part of
that bigger struggle. —Betsy Kallus?’
Those who connect to the Western Wall because of symbolic significance see the
Western Wall as a symbol of something greater than the physical site itself. Many of
these worshippers see the Western Wall as a site where societal issues can be played out
in the public sphere. In light of Women of the Wall, the site has come to represent the

struggle for gender equality and religious pluralism in Israel. There are some worshippers

%8 Transcript of interview with Rachel Cohen Yeshurun, July 23, 2016, p. 2.
2 Transcript of interview with Betsy Kallus, August 1, 2016, p. 3.
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who pray with Women of the Wall viewing their prayer as activism, and by publicly

displaying their conviction that there is more than one way to be Jewish in Israel.

Causes of Detachment from the Western Wall
On the other hand, there are many non-ultra-Orthodox Jews who choose not to pray
at the Western Wall. Israeli Reform rabbi, Rabbi Levi Weiman-Kelman, has posed five

possible reasons for this opposition that have been expounded upon below.

1) Idolatry: Some feel that praying at the Western Wall is idolatry, as if one is praying
to a wall of stones.? The physical site has been so revered, creating a fine line
between visiting the site to worship God and visiting the site for the holiness that

some feel is inherent within the wall itself.

2) Nationalism and Militarism: Some feel uncomfortable with the militaristic aspect
of the Western Wall, as the religious site aids to promote Jewish and Israeli
dominance. The Committee for Accuracy in Middle East Reporting in America
(CAMERA) explains that:

The Israeli Knesset passed laws to protect holy sites and ensure
freedom of worship to all, and offered Israeli citizenship to
Jerusalem’s Arab residents, most of who declined. Since 1967,
Jerusalem has become a focal point of the Palestinian-Israeli

conflict. In 1980, Israel passed the Basic Law: Jerusalem Capital

28 \Written Interview with Rabbi Levi Weiman-Kelman, September 18, 2016, p. 1.
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of Israel, reaffirming the unified Jerusalem as its eternal, undivided
capital.?
To this day, Jerusalem remains a city of controversy because of the conflict

surrounding it as a capital for the Jewish state as well as for an intended Palestinian

state.

3) Centrality of the Temple: Some Jewish denominations, Reform Judaism being one
of them, have “toned down the centrality of the Temple and the sacrifices in our

tradition,” and therefore, feel disconnected from the site.>°

4) Palestinian Neighborhood: Before the Six Day War, the area of the Western Wall
was home to a Palestinian neighborhood, which was bulldozed after the Israeli
victory. This reality makes some Jews feel uncomfortable praying at the Western

Wall today.*

5) Proximity to Temple Mount: The Temple Mount is a contentious site with ties to
both Jews and Muslims. The site is home to the Al-Agsa Mosque but is also the
ancient site of the Jewish Holy of Holies which was located in the once standing
Temple. Today, oppositional forces continue the attempt to deny one another access

to a site important to both religions, causing some to feel uncomfortable praying at

% Ricki Hollander, “BACKGROUNDER: History of Jerusalem,” Committee for Accuracy in Middle East
Reporting in America,
http://www.camera.org/index.asp?x_print=1&x_context=7&x_issue=4&x_article=1355 (accessed May 3,
2017).
%0 Written interview with Levi Weiman-Kelman, September 18, 2016, p. 1.
31 :

Ibid.
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the surrounding Western Wall.*?

The Western Wall before 1967. Source: Women of the Wall’s educational materials.

Comprehensive Chronology

A comprehensive chronology of Women of the Wall will provide a historical
narrative of the prayer group’s journey that is essential for understanding how it has
evolved over the years and how it has challenged Israeli society to progress as well.

Lesley Sachs, Director of Women of the Wall, explains that Women of the Wall’s years

%2 Ricki Hollander, “Updated: The Battle over Jerusalem and the Temple Mount,” Committee for Accuracy
in Middle East Reporting in America, December 29, 2016,
http://www.camera.org/index.asp?x_context=7&x_issue=4&x_article=1404#control (accessed May 3,
2017).
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can best be explained with the division of its history into three eras. With the first
indication of government approval for the creation of a pluralistic third prayer section at
the Kotel in 2013, another era of Women of the Wall seems to be underway. Therefore,

following is an overview of Women of the Wall’s four main historical eras.

1) Era of the Supreme Court (1988-2000)

During this time, Women of the Wall attempted to gain rights to pray as a women’s
prayer group at the women’s section of the Western Wall through the Supreme Court.
They spent much time waiting for case verdicts and solutions from both the Mancal
(Directors-General) and Ne’eman®® Commissions appointed by the Israeli Supreme
Court. In those years, the lack of media outlets greatly affected their portrayal: “Women
of the Wall were portrayed as a group of crazy Americans and reformim (i.e., Reform
Jews). We couldn’t change the way Israeli society felt about us. We were marginalized.

We were mocked. We did not receive any support at all.”**

December 1st, 1988

In 1988, a group of women*> who were attending the American Jewish Congress’s
first International Conference on the Empowerment of Jewish Women in Jerusalem
decided to gather together to pray at the Western Wall. The group of about seventy
women set up their prayer space alongside the Western Wall stones with a folding table

and a Torah scroll. As Anat Hoffman recounts:

%% Named after the Justice Minister Yaakov Ne’eman.
* Transcript of Skype interview with Lesley Sachs, September 5, 2016, p. 4.
% See Appendix C for the list of women present at the prayer service in 1988.
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Only American tourists can be as innocent and loving in the face of the

complex realities of Israel, they still romanticize everything they see, and

that group really answered the bill. They really came with the loftiest of

motives, to take a pocket in time, in that conference and thank God that

there is a miracle of the State of Israel.*®
However, when the group opened up a Torah scroll their peaceful prayer service was
soon met by yells, curses and physical assaults from ultra-Orthodox men and women.
Still, the group of women was allowed to complete their service, and they walked out
from the Kotel plaza in joyous song. Since that day, this spontaneous assembly of a
multi-denominational, women’s prayer minyan on a cold, December morning has grown

into an international phenomenon known as Women of the Wall.*’

January-April 1989: Monthly Minyan

Following that first service, the local women decided to return to the Kotel on a
regular basis to pray in a women’s minyan. They experienced verbal and physical
violence from both ultra-Orthodox men and women who did not approve of their way of
tefillah. Some of the physical acts of violence the prayer group endured included being
spat on, having chairs and benches thrown at them over the mechitzah (dividing wall) and

even being grabbed and rammed into the Kotel wall.*®

% Transcript of Skype interview with Anat Hoffman, September 8, 2016, p. 2.

" Women of the Wall registered as an official non-governmental organization on June 25, 1998:
Registration paper “nnminy 5w w2 77wn” in author’s possession.

%8 Transcript of Skype interview with Shulamit Magnus, September 4, 2016 p.5.
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March 1989: Formation of the International Committee for Women of the Wall
(ICWOW)

As the group of women in Jerusalem continued to pray at the Western Wall, those
who returned to America formed the International Committee for Women of the Wall
(ICWOW) which helped to fundraise and support the prayer group from abroad. This
group was made up of rabbis as well as other supporters that routinely held conference
calls with Women of the Wall board members to offer support. One of ICWOW'’s most
significant contributions to the efforts of the Women of the Wall was the donation of a

Torah scroll.

May 1989: First Women of the Wall Supreme Court Hearing

Since the Kotel police refused to provide protection for the prayer group, the
women filed their first petition to the Israeli Supreme Court, “asking for an order to allow
women to pray together with Torah and tallit and to protect them from the continuing
violence.”® In May, Israel’s Supreme Court heard Women of the Wall’s case for the first
time. The state was then given six months to form a response to the petition. In the
meantime, Women of the Wall was barred by the Supreme Court from praying at the
Kotel with a Torah and with tallitot. It was at this time that ultra-Orthodox opponents
used the ““kol isha erva” argument against Women of the Wall, demanding that this
women’s minyan should not pray aloud. This phrase, meaning “the voice of a woman is

lewd,” stems from the Talmud, and has been used to silence the women’s prayer group.*’

%9 Chesler and Haut, eds., Women of the Wall, 362.
“2\Women of the Wall, “Full History,” http://www.womenofthewall.org.il/full-history/ (accessed November
23, 2016). The rabbinical literature on the subject of “Kol Isha” is extensive. For a helpful digest of the
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December 31, 1989: Declaration by the Ministries of Religion and Justice

In December 1989, the Ministries of Religion and Justice ruled to “prohibit any
religious ceremony at a holy place that is not in accordance with the custom of the holy
site and which offends the sensitivities of the worshipers at the place.”** This custom was
not defined in writing, but the governing authority for the Western Wall was given to the
Western Wall Heritage Foundation, which has overseen the holy site since 1988. A
violation of this ruling would result in six months jail time and/or a fine. Rabbi
Rabinowitz continues to enforce ultra-Orthodox practice as the “local custom” at the

Western Wall.

January 1990-December 1993

During this time, Women of the Wall proceeded to hold services at the women’s
section of the Kotel without a Torah scroll. Some months they experienced violence from
ultra-Orthodox men and women, and some months they prayed in peace. They even held

festival services for Purim, Tisha b’Av and Shavuot, chanting the seasonal liturgy.*

January 1994-April 1996: The Mancal Commission®
In response to an independent lawsuit filed in 1990 by the International Committee

for Women of the Wall, the Israeli Supreme Court gathered rabbinic opinions on the role

subject, see Baruch D. Schreiber, “The Woman’s Voice in the Synagogue,” Journal of Jewish Music and
Liturgy 7 (1984/5): 27-32.

“1 Bagatz 257/89 Anat Hoffman v. Western Wall Commissioner, 48(2) PD 265. PDF in author’s possession.
“2 Chesler and Haut, eds., Women of the Wall, 40.

“3 In Hebrew, the word Mancal refers to an acronym (viz., menahel klali) which conveys the notion of a
“CEO, a chief executive officer, general manager, president, director-general, etc.”
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of women in relation to ritual performance and worship. However, the perspectives did
not represent a variety of Jewish denominations. In the end, the Supreme Court requested
that the government organize a commission to find a solution to women’s prayer at the
Western Wall: The Mancal Commission. For two and a half years, “the legal case
continue[d] to meet with governmental stonewalling and delay.”**

On April 2, 1996, “the Mancal Commission finally issued its report, proposing that
the Women of the Wall be moved to the southeastern corner of the Old City wall, a site
outside the Old City itself in Arab East Jerusalem, where anyone already has the right to
hold prayer services. The location is not a safe one for Jews.”** Continuing the search for
a solution, “on April 21, the government appointed a new ministerial commission to

decide if and how to implement the Mancal Commission’s report.”*®

June 1997: Government Decision

“The government issued its report: ‘Decision 14 of the Ministers’ Committee on
Jerusalem: Prayer Arrangements at the Western Wall Plaza in Relation to the High Court
of Justice Case of Women of the Wall.” The report recommended maintenance of the
status quo, under which women’s group prayer at the Kotel was illegal.”*’ This report
was filed with the Supreme Court yielding a Supreme Court hearing for Women of the

Wall on September 24, 1997.%

44 Chesler and Haut, eds., Women of the Wall, 364.
“® Ibid., 370.

“% Ibid.

" Ibid., 375.

“8 Ibid., 376.
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September 24, 1997— September 1998: The Ne’eman Commission*®

Persuaded by the Supreme Court judges, Women of the Wall along with the
ICWOW agreed to another commission to find a solution to women’s prayer at the
Kotel—the Ne’eman Commission. Up until this time, many locations were suggested, but
none were suitable sites for prayer. Some locations were considered too dangerous for
Jews and one site was even outside of the Old City.

The Ne’eman Commission had first been established in 1997 to address the issue of
conversion and to answer the question of “Who is a Jew?” This commission responded to
the query of “whether the Orthodox powers in Israel would recognize Reform and
Conservative conversions from abroad.”® It recommended that in Israel, conversions be
conducted solely under the Orthodox authorities, however, “the process of
conversion...would be placed in the hands of a “tripartite body’ made up of rabbis
representing the three main movements in Judaism—Orthodox, Conservative, and
Reform.”! This was a major victory for the non-Orthodox movements as “for the first
time, the state of Israel and the Orthodox institutions of the state officially recognized the
existence of the Reform and Conservative movements and recognized them to be a part
of the religious life of international Jewry.”* As women’s prayer at the Kotel similarly
represented an issue relating to the religious rights of multiple denominations, the

Ne’eman Commission was appointed.

%9 0On June 27, 1997 Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu appointed a committee to develop ideas and
proposals regarding the issue of religious conversion in Israel. Ya’akov Ne’eman (1939-2017) was
appointed to chair this commission. Ne’eman, an Israeli lawyer, served as Israel’s Minister of Justice
(1996, 2009-2013) and Minister of Finance (1997-1998).

% Gregory S. Mahler, Politics and Government in Israel: The Maturation of a Modern State (Lanham, MD:
Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2016), 85.

*! Ibid., 86.

* Ibid.
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In September of 1998, the Ne’eman Commission issued its report, concluding that
“WOW should pray in the Robinson’s Arch area immediately south of the Kotel,
currently an archeological site.” WOW had no vote and the prayer group’s proposal of a

time-sharing arrangement® at the Kotel was not considered.>*

February 16, 1999

On this date, the state submitted an affidavit by Jerusalem Chief of Police Yair
Yitzhaki, arguing that the members of WOW were responsible for provoking the violence
at the Kotel. The Supreme Court then “held a hearing on the petition of WOW and
ICWOW to pray as a group at the Western Wall, with Torah and tallit.”> No decision

was made at that time.

January—May 2000: The Supreme Court versus the Knesset

In January of 2000, three judges toured the Kotel plaza and worked with
representatives from WOW, the ICWOW, the Antiquities Authority and multiple
councils overseeing holy sites to find a solution. Finally in May, the Supreme Court
decided that women’s right to pray was legal, and awarded Women of the Wall money
for their legal costs. However, despite recognition of rights, Supreme Court Justice
Eliyhau Matza “transferred the matter to the government, ...charging it to find a solution

at the Kotel within six months.”® As a result of this Supreme Court victory, the ultra-

3 WOW had demanded one hour to pray in the women’s section on the first of every Jewish month, except
for the month of Tishrei. See: http://www.womenofthewall.org.il/legal-history/ (accessed May 3, 2017).

> Chesler and Haut, eds., Women of the Wall, 384.

> Ibid.

* Ibid., 389.
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Orthodox Knesset parties reacted with new legislation on May 22. They tried to pass
legislation banning women from holding ceremonies in the women’s section of the
Western Wall, including reading from the Torah and praying with tallitot and tefillin. The
legal punishment was set to seven years imprisonment. The law passed through the first
phase but then was cancelled. The Supreme Court gave the Knesset six months to find a

solution.

2) Era of Prayer Group Maintenance (2001-2009)

According to Sachs, the second era was a stagnant period of time. Tired from the
political battles, Women of the Wall was focused on maintaining monthly prayer group
attendance. “Women of the Wall are worn down. They do shacharit and Hallel at the
Kotel. They go to read from the Torah at Robinson's Arch.”®’ General attendance was
low with just a little over a minyan each month. Sometimes a visiting group from
America would join them. The group received support from Jewish groups in the United

States but no support from Israeli society.

December 2001: Amendment to the Holy Site Law of 1967 is Passed

The “Protection of Holy Places Law” part of “The Basic Laws of Israel” strives to
maintain freedom of access to religious sites and guard them from desecration.®® In 2001,
an Amendment to the Holy Site Law was passed. It reads:

1. The prayer area at the Western Wall plaza shall be divided into a men’s

%" Transcript of interview with Lesley Sachs, September 5, 2016, p. 5.
%8 “Basic Laws of Israel: Protection of Holy Places Law,” 1967, http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/israel-
protection-of-holy-places-law-1967 (accessed May 3, 2017).
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section and women’s section by a divider, and prayers by men and women
in a mixed group shall not be permitted there. 2. No religious ceremony
shall be held in the women’s section near the Western Wall that includes
taking out a Torah scroll and reading from it, blowing the shofar, or wearing

tallitot or tefillin. 3. Violators shall be imprisoned for seven years.*®

June 2003: Court’s Final Decision

The court’s decision in 2003 appeared to be the final negotiation on finding a
solution for Women of the Wall. It decided “to endorse the state’s solution to accept
‘Robinson’s Arch’ as a suitable alternative” to the women’s section.®® Since the verdict of
2003, at every Rosh Chodesh, Women of the Wall first pray shacharit at the women’s
section and then make their way to Robinson’s Arch for the Torah service. In the
Supreme Court’s perspective, Robinson’s Arch does not violate the Holy Site Law

because Robinson’s Arch is “next” to the Kotel and thus viewed as a separate site.

3) Era of Media Uprising and Support (2010-2015)

A third era in the history of Women of the Wall began with the arrest of Israeli
activist and Women of the Wall Chairwoman, Anat Hoffman. As a result, Women of the
Wall gained American and Israeli media attention. Women of the Wall also started to
actively use media outlets to promote the prayer group’s own story. Over time, this

changed the way it was received by Israeli society and strengthened American support as

% Women of the Wall, “Full History,” http://www.womenofthewall.org.il/full-history/ (accessed May 3,
2017).

% \Women of the Wall, “Legal History,” http://www.womenofthewall.org.il/legal-history/ (accessed May 3,
2017).
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well.
July 2010 (Rosh Chodesh Av): Anat Hoffman’s Arrest®

Following this Rosh Chodesh service, Women of the Wall Chairwoman, Anat
Hoffman, was dramatically detained as she left the Kotel entrance carrying a Torah
scroll. Police blocked the procession of women from leaving as they attempted to pry the
Torah scroll from her arms. She was detained for not praying according to the ultra-

Orthodox custom at the Kotel.

2011: Solidarity Events

Anat Hoffman’s arrest received great media attention and triggered solidarity
events all over the world. Synagogues, organizations, and individuals held Rosh Chodesh
services in support and gave lectures to educate others on Women of the Wall’s current
events. One of the organized solidarity events was the Torah Campaign in which people

took photos holding Torah scrolls and posted them to social media accounts.

2012: Detainments

In 2012 alone, WOW experienced more detainments than in any other previous
year, with over twenty arrests. Women were being detained by police for simply praying
with a tallit and were accused of disturbing the public order. Detainees included WOW
board members, American rabbis, and gap year students from the UK. In most cases, the
detained participants were taken into a Jerusalem police station and interrogated for

approximately three hours before being released.

®1 please see Chapter 2 for more details.
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October 16, 2012: Anat Hoffman Arrested and Taken into Police Custody
On this evening, the Hadassah Centennial Convention arranged to join in prayer

and song with Women of the Wall at the Kotel. Together in the women’s section, Anat
Hoffman began by welcoming the Hadassah women and explaining WOWS’ mission.
Hoffman recalls in her written testimony that:

At this stage, Policewoman Ahuva Askalsi came up to me and demanded

that I wear my Tallit like a scarf. | did as she asked, but while I was

speaking one side of the Tallit dropped back to its normal position. She

again approached me, warned me not to let it drop down again, and told

me that | must wrap the Tallit around my neck like a scarf. I did as she

asked, but commented to the women that there is no mention of this

requirement by the police in the Supreme Court ruling, and that this is an

invention of the police.®
Following Hoffman’s welcoming words, rabbinical and cantorial students from Hebrew
Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion (HUC-JIR) in Jerusalem led the attendees in
the Shema, the prayer of God’s oneness with the Jewish people. It was to be a moment of
thanksgiving and praise, as Hadassah women stood in support of Women of the Wall.
Instead, mid-prayer, a male police officer then approached Hoffman and ordered her to
lower her voice. She lowered her voice but did not cease praying. Evidently, Hoffman’s
response to the officer’s order was insufficient, and she was placed under arrest and
escorted from the Kotel plaza.

That evening, Hoffman was handcuffed, shackled, interrogated and held overnight

82 Testimony of Anat Hoffman concerning the events of Tuesday, October 16th and Wednesday, October
17, 2012, http://www.womenofthewall.org.il/official-testimony-of-anat-hoffman/ (accessed May 3, 2017).
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in a jail cell. She was also roughly handled as one officer bent her arm back as well as
tightened the handcuffs around her wrists so that they cut into her skin. In her testimony
of the arrest, Hoffman explained that she believed her mistreatment was a scare tactic on
multiple levels. First, it was a way to frighten her into being released the same evening
without the court hearing the case. Second, the arrest was a means to silence the leader
and intimidate members of the group.®®

During her interrogation, Anat Hoffman was informed that she “was being
investigated for ‘disobeying a lawful instruction, behaving in a manner liable to disturb
the peace,” and ‘offending religious sentiments.””®* She was told that she did this by
wearing a tallit in the Western Wall plaza and leading others in song. After the court
hearing the following morning, Hoffman was given a thirty day restraining order from the

Western Wall.

December 2012: Women of the Wall Case Revisited

In 2012, Prime Minister Netanyahu asked Jewish Agency Chairman Natan
Sharansky to examine women’s rights for prayer at the Western Wall. The Jewish
Agency for Israel is a Jewish non-profit organization whose mission is to: “Inspire Jews
throughout the world to connect with their People, heritage, and homeland, and empower
them to build a thriving Jewish future and a strong Israel.”®® However, it would not be

until April of 2013 that a plan would be proposed.

* Ibid.
* Ibid.
% The Jewish Agency, “Homepage,” http://www.jewishagency.org (accessed November 23, 2016).
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February 11, 2013: IDF Paratroopers Stand with Women of the Wall

Israeli paratroopers who liberated the Kotel in 1967 joined hundreds of WOW
worshippers to bring in the new month. Police detained ten women for wearing tallitot.
The paratroopers in attendance at the service included Dr. Yitzhak Yiftah and Eilon
Bartov. Dr. Yiftah, a paratrooper that can be seen in the iconic photograph of the Kotel’s
liberation taken by David Rubinger, spoke out about his support of Women of the Wall.
“I decided to come here to show my support for all those who wish to pray at the Kotel
whatever way they wish, so long as they are not doing anything immoral,” said Yiftah. “It
breaks my heart that the ultra-Orthodox have decided the Kotel belongs to them.””®®

Despite a peaceful prayer service, after the paratroopers left the Kotel plaza, ten women

were arrested for donning tallitot as they exited the women’s section.

March 12, 2013 (Rosh Chodesh Nissan): Members of Knesset Pray with WOW

On Rosh Chodesh Nissan, members of the Knesset came to pray with Women of
the Wall. The members of Knesset included Tamar Sandberg from the Meretz Party and
Stav Shafir from the Zionist Union Party. This was a public display of support from
members of the Israeli government. On this morning, women prayed with tefillin and

tallitot without police intervention for the first time in twenty-two months.

April 2013: Judge Sharon Larry Bavli’s Groundbreaking Court Decision

After five Women of the Wall worshippers were arrested for praying with tallitot at

% Adam Chandler, “Women of the Wall and Paratroopers Join Ranks,” Tablet, February 11, 2013,
http://www.tabletmag.com/scroll/123895/women-of-the-wall-and-idf-paratroopers-join-ranks (accessed
May 3, 2017).
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a Rosh Chodesh service on April 11, “police accused the women of disturbing the public
order and requested that the judge ban them from the Western Wall for the following
three Rosh Chodesh prayer dates.”®” However, after reviewing all of the evidence,
Jerusalem Magistrate Court Judge Sharon Larry-Bavli ruled that there was no cause for
arresting the women and furthermore, that “*it was not Women of the Wall who initiated
the provocation.””® The women were released with no conditions. The police appealed
this decision and the case The State of Israel, Israel Police vs. Lesley Sachs, Bonnie Riva
Ras, Sylvie Rozenbaum, Rabbi Valerie Stessin and Sharona Kramer, was further

investigated by Jerusalem District Court Judge Moshe Sobel.

April 25, 2013: The Historic Sobel Ruling

In 2013, in response to five WOW members who were arrested during a Rosh
Hodesh service, Judge Moshe Sobel granted Women of the Wall the legal right to pray
according to their custom. Judge Sobel ruled that the “local custom” needed to be defined
to meet the customs of all who prayed at the Western Wall. He based his decision on the
written opinions of several Supreme Court justices from previous cases, specifically that
of Justice Shlomo Levin. During a 1994 case, Justice Levin wrote, “As | see it, the phrase
‘local custom’ should not necessarily be interpreted according to Jewish law or according
to the status quo. The nature of a custom is that it changes according to the changing

times, and [the phrase] should express a pluralistic and tolerant approach to the opinions

67 Women of the Wall, “Legal History,” http://www.womenofthewall.org.il/legal-history/ (accessed
November 23, 2016).

%8 \Women of the Wall, “Police Appeal against Women of the Wall: Insist that Women’s Prayer is a
Disturbance,” 23 April 2013, http://www.womenofthewall.org.il/april23pressrelease/ (accessed November
23, 2016).
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and customs of others...”® Still, since the Sobel ruling, Women of the Wall have
struggled to read from a Torah scroll in the women’s section of the Western Wall. Rabbi
Rabinowitz has disregarded the Sobel ruling and continues to follow the 2010 regulation

he issued, which was approved by the Ministry of Justice.

April 2013: The Sharansky Plan

Following the Sobel Ruling, Chairman Natan Sharansky presented a proposal to
Women of the Wall and a coalition of Jewish leaders from both America and Israel. It
was then that negotiations began for the creation of a visible, third egalitarian plaza—a
place where men and women could pray together. It would also be a place for pluralistic
prayer. The hope was that this section would be built on the southern part of the Western
Wall (Robinson’s Arch). Many Jewish organizations and representatives of various
Jewish denominations have been involved in the negotiations over this matter, but with
the Israeli government elections in January of 2013, there was a hiatus in the

negotiations.

April 24, 2013: New Organization ‘Women For the Wall’ Created
As a result of rising tensions surrounding a resolution regarding Women of the
Wall’s prayer at the Western Wall, the organization ‘Women For the Wall” (W4W) was

created. This Israeli ultra-Orthodox group describe themselves as “a new grassroots

% Appeal by the State of Israel 23834-04-13 State of Israel v. Ras et al., (Jerusalem District Court Before
the Honorable Judge Moshe Sobel),
http://derechoyreligion.uc.cl/en/docman/documentacion/internacional/jurisprudencia-1/671-sentencia-de-
la-corte-de-distrito-de-jerusalen-sobre-autorizacion-a-mujeres-a-rezar-con-indumentaria-reservada-a-los-
hombres-en-el-muro-de-los-lamentos/file (accessed May 3, 2017).
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170

organization concerned with the sanctity of the Western Wall.”"™* W4W was created in

direct response to Women of the Wall and out of concern that the Western Wall would be

transformed from a place of worship into a “(secular) national monument.”"*

May 10, 2013: Rosh Chodesh Sivan Prayer, Protest, and Police Protection

During 2013, Women of the Wall grew from 30 to 300 attending supporters, and
after being granted freedom of religious expression at the Kotel, on May 10, 2013, Rosh
Chodesh Sivan, WOW prayed with tallitot without any detainments. As a result of a
appeal from Rabbi Rabinowitz, ultra-Orthodox rabbis bused in yeshiva girls to fill up the
women’s section of the Western Wall so that WOW could not pray there.”® In addition,
approximately three thousand ultra-Orthodox men and women came to protest against
WOW following Rabbi Rabinowitz’s call to action.” The police formed a human
barricade, each officer linking arms. They were not arresting WOW; they were guarding
the worshippers, allowing them to pray according to their custom. The police held back
ultra-Orthodox men as they attempted to attack worshippers. The men yelled, cursed,
threw rocks at Women of the Wall worshippers, and blew whistles to drown out the

women’s voices in prayer. Still, despite the pandemonium, Women of the Wall prayed

" \Women For the Wall, “W4w Decries Proposal for “National Monument,” April 24, 2013,
http://womenforthewall.org/2013/04/w4w-decries-proposal-for-national-monument/ (accessed May 3,
2017).

" Ibid.

"2 Yitzhak Reiter, “Feminists in the Temple of Orthodoxy: The Struggle of the Women of the Wall to
Change the Status Quo,” Shofar 34, no. 2 (Winter 2016): 79-107, doi:10.1353/sh0.2016.0001,
http://www.womenofthewall.org.il/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/Feminists-in-the-Temple-of-Orthodoxy-
The-Struggle-of-the-Women-of-the-Wall-to-Change-the-Status-Quo-.pdf (accessed May 3, 2017).

" Michele Chabin, “At Western Wall, a Clash over Women Praying,” USA TODAY, May 10, 2013,
http://www.usatoday.com/story/news/world/2013/05/10/israel-western-wall-women/2149923/ (accessed
May 3, 2017).
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Hallel.” A rabbinical student” from HUC-JIR led the service with the assistance of
Cantor Tamar Havilio.”® Upon exiting, police officers set up a path toward the Dung Gate
and formed a human barricade so Women of the Wall could safely make their way out of
the Kotel Plaza. Buses waited at the gate to secure a safe exit for the Women of the Wall
worshippers. As the prayer group waited to leave, ultra-Orthodox boys threw rocks at the

buses, harassing them.”’

™ Hallel (meaning “praise” in Hebrew) is a Jewish service consisting of the recitation of psalms for praise
and thanksgiving, observed on Rosh Chodesh (the start of the Jewish month) and certain Jewish festivals.
7> See Appendix C for the name of this rabbinical student.

® “qUC-JIR Leads Women of the Wall in Prayer on Rosh Chodesh Sivan,” May 24, 2013,
http://huc.edu/news/article/2013/huc-jir-leads-women-wall-prayer-rosh-chodesh-sivan (accessed January 2,
2017).

" Judy Maltz and Yair Ettinger, “Backlash Against Women of the Wall //Protesters Hurl Rocks in Clashes
over Women of the Wall Prayer Service at Kotel,” Haaretz, May 10, 2013, http://www.haaretz.com/israel-
news/protesters-hurl-rocks-in-clashes-over-women-of-the-wall-prayer-service-at-kotel.premium-1.523333
(accessed May 15, 2017).
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Police restrain an ultra-Orthodox man.

Credit: Noam Revkin Fenton, May 10, 2013.

Guards hold back the crowd of ultra-
Orthodox boys and men during protest.

Credit: Noam Revkin Fenton, May 10, 2013.

Guards link arms to form a human
barricade.

Credit: Scott Gellman, May 10, 2013.
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May 10, 2013: The author of this thesis, then a first-year Rabbinical Student from Hebrew Union
College-Jewish Institute of Religion leads, Women of the Wall in prayer.

Credit: Huffington Post, May 10, 2013.

Women of the Wall pray in the Upper Plaza amidst surrounding protests.

Credit: Noam Revkin Fenton, May 10, 2013.
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October 2013: Conditions for a Third Section at the Western Wall (“The Mandelblit
Plan™)™

Women of the Wall agreed to enter into negotiations for an egalitarian third section
at the Western Wall under the supervision of Avichai Mandelblit,” Israel’s Cabinet
Secretary. The prayer group prepared a list of conditions for its vision. One of these
conditions was the creation of one main entrance to the Kotel that would allow
worshippers and visitors to clearly see the choice of all three sections—Ezrat Giborim,
Ezrat Nashim and the new section proposed by WOW, Ezrat Yisrael. Another proposed
condition would be the establishment of a committee, which would include rabbis and
leaders from the Progressive and Masorti movements in Israel, as well as WOW leaders
that would oversee the new section. This proposed oversight committee would help to
safeguard religious pluralism in the new section. The proposed list of conditions was
submitted to Mandelblit. In the meantime, WOW continues to sponsor prayer services in
the women’s section until such time that the third section is created and completed to the

satisfaction of the multi-denominational women’s prayer group.

October 2013: Emergence of the Original-Women of the Wall Prayer group®

A difference of opinion broke out over Women of the Wall’s decision to enter
into negotiations for a new third section and its departure from the original mission of
praying in the women’s section according to their customs. A group of women decided to

leave Women of the Wall and continue on as their own prayer group, giving themselves

"8 please see Chapter 4 for more details.

" Avichai Mandelblit (b. 1963): Became the Cabinet Secretary in April 2013. Also, Mandelblit became the
Attorney General of Israel in February 2016.

8 please see Chapter 4 for more details.
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the title Original-Women of the Wall.

November 4, 2013: Women of the Wall’s 25th Anniversary

On November 4, 2013, approximately 1000 people gathered to mark the 25"
anniversary of WOW as well as the prayer services that the group had sponsored for a
quarter century. The anniversary service included rabbis, students, and WOW supporters
from all over Israel as well as from abroad. About 150 people flew to Israel for this
special occasion, recognizing the perseverance of Women of the Wall’s struggle for
twenty-five years. In a WOW press release, the Director of Public Relations wrote that
“the women also recited a blessing together under canopies of prayer shawls,
symbolizing the special gathering of this sisterhood in shared space, at the Kotel.”®! The
prayer service concluded with the singing of Israel’s national anthem, “Hatikvah,”
expressing “the group’s commitment to women’s equality in prayer at the Western Wall

as a holy, public space in Israel.”

According to the press release, the singing of the
Israeli national anthem signified WOW:’s aspirations for Israel—a state wherein religious
freedom would reign so that Jewish women would be part of an “am chofshi,”a “free

people.”

October 12, 2014: Bat Mitzvah Campaign

Women of the Wall launched its first ad campaign on Jerusalem public buses,

promoting Bat Mitzvah ceremonies at the Western Wall. “The campaign ads feature

8 Women of the Wall, “1000 Pray with Women of the Wall in the Women’s Section of the Western Wall
Celebrating 25 Years of Sisterhood, Prayer and Struggle for Equal Rights,” November 4, 2013,
http://www.womenofthewall.org.il/pressreleasenov413/ (accessed May 3, 2017).
82 :

Ibid.
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Israeli girls,® ages eleven to fourteen, wearing a tallit, a traditional Jewish prayer shawl,
and holding a Torah scroll in front of the Western Wall. The busses [sic] spread these ads
throughout Jerusalem informing all riders that girls could now become B’not Mitzvah
under the auspices of Women of the Wall.”®* One ad reads in Hebrew: “Ima, gam ani
rotzah lachgog bat mitzvah im Nashot HaKotel”” (Mom, | too want to celebrate a bat
mitzvah with Women of the Wall). The second ad reads in Hebrew: “Zot haTorah.
Achshav tori. Tekes bat mitzvah im Nashot HaKotel” (This is the Torah: Now it is my

turn. Bat Mitzvah Ceremony with Women of the Wall).

October 24, 2014: First Bat Mitzvah with Torah Scroll at the Western Wall

On October 24, 2014, Women of the Wall witnessed a historic moment as the
organization sponsored the first ever Bat Mitzvah®® with a Torah scroll in the women’s
section of the Kotel. It was completed with a kosher miniature Torah scroll that was

brought in through security.

May 7, 2015: Full-Size Torah Scroll in Women’s Section

Women of the Wall again read from the Torah, but this time, from a full-size Torah.
With the help of male supporters, WOW was given a Torah scroll from the men’s side.
However, when the male supporter opened the mechitzah gate to pass the women a Torah

scroll, ultra-Orthodox men reacted violently, attacking some of WOW'’s male supporters.

8 please see Appendix C for the list of participants involved in the campaign.

8 Women of the Wall, “Women of the Wall Launch Public Bus Campaign: ‘Mom, | Too Want a Bat
Mitzvah at the Kotel,”” October 12, 2014, http://www.womenofthewall.org.il/women-of-the-wall-launch-
public-bus-campaign-mom-i-too-want-a-bat-mitzvah-at-the-kotel-2/ (accessed May 3, 2017).

% please see Appendix C for the name of the bat mitzvah.
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Legally, the April 2013 Jerusalem District Court ‘Sobel Decision’ guaranteed WWomen of
the Wall the right to pray freely, according to their tradition; however, Rabbi Rabinowitz,
the Chairman of the Western Wall Heritage Foundation, subsequently instituted local

regulations that disallowed bringing a Torah scroll through the entrance to the Kotel. His
regulations also refused women access to even one of the 100 scrolls held at the Western

Wall for “public” use.

December 2015: International Hanukkah Campaign “It’s My Right to Light”

Every year, the Western Wall Heritage Foundation holds a national candle-lighting
ceremony at the Kotel for Hanukkah. Historically, however, this national ceremony has
not included women. In 2015, Women of the Wall appealed to Israeli leaders either to
reject the national ceremony or to include women in its planned ceremony.

In support of WOW'’s appeal, Rabbi Jackie Ellenson, Director Emerita of the
Women’s Rabbinic Network, and Rabbi Sydney Mintz, past Women’s Rabbinic Network
Executive Board member, initiated a solidarity event in America called “It’s My Right to
Light.” The solidarity event asked supporters of Israeli pluralism and equal rights to
petition to Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu in support of women’s candle-lighting at
the Western Wall. In addition, supporters were asked to take a picture lighting a
Hanukkah menorah, upload this picture onto social media sites, and attach an identifier of
‘Women of the Wall’ onto their pictures to create social awareness. Women of the Wall
received an outpouring of support through letters, pictures and donations. Women of the
Wall’s board member, legal advisor Riki Shapira-Rosenberg, requested the Attorney
General of Israel, Advisor Yehuda Weinstein, that Rabbi Rabinowitz “be instructed to

include women in the national Hanukkah candle-lighting ceremony in one of the
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following two ways: 1. To hold another ceremony for Hanukkah candle-lighting in the
women’s section; 2. To hold the national ceremony in the upper plaza of the Western
Wall and to invite men and women to participate, equally.”®® The Attorney General
ordered Rabbi Rabinowitz to include women in the candle-lighting ceremony.

Women of the Wall also gained the support of Knesset members Tamar Zandberg
(political party Meretz), Michal Rozin (Meretz), and Ksenia Svetlova (Zionist Union)
who wrote letters of support to Rabbi Rabinowitz on WOW?’s behalf, with a request that
he allow women to take part in the official candle-lighting ceremony at the Kotel.

On December 6, the first night of Hanukkah, Women of the Wall held their own
candle-lighting ceremony in the women’s section. The prayer group succeeded with the
help of Knesset member Svetlova “who used her parliamentary immunity to bring the
communal menorah into the site.”® WOW held a communal candle-lighting in which
approximately one hundred women attended. Still, despite petitions, the national
ceremony was held in the men’s section of the Western Wall. A second, smaller
ceremony was held in another location surrounding the Western Wall plaza, which did
include females who were government officials. To Women of the Wall, this second
ceremony was viewed as being unequal to the national ceremony held in the men’s

section, in which Prime Minister Netanyahu participated.®

8 \Women of the Wall, “It’s My Right to Light,” November 30, 2015,

http://www.womenofthewall.org.il/its-my-right-to-light-2/ (accessed May 3, 2017).

8 JTA, “Women light Hanukkah candles at Western Wall,” The Times of Israel, December 7, 2015,

Qgtp:/lwww.timesofisrael.com/women-light-hanukkah-candIes-at-western-walI/ (accessed May 3, 2017).
Ibid.
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4) Era of Collaboration, Division, and Negotiations (2016—Present)

The initiation of negotiations for a third egalitarian section at the Western Wall
seems to be the beginning of a fourth new era. Although these negotiations began in
2013, the year 2016 marks the first signal of government approval of the Mandelblit Plan.
This era has brought much collaboration between the progressive Jewish denominations
in Israel. Nevertheless, as Women of the Wall draws closer to an agreement for a third

section, further divide occurs within Women of the Wall’s own prayer group.

January 31, 2016: Mandelblit Plan Accepted

After more than two years of negotiations for a third egalitarian section at the
Western Wall, Prime Minister Netanyahu and the government accepted the proposed plan
for the building of a third section at the Western Wall. This plan was overseen by
Government Secretary Avichai Mandelblit and designed in coordination with leaders of
the Reform/Progressive and Conservative/Masorti movements in North America and

Israel as well as with the Jewish Agency.

April 24, 2016: Women’s Priestly Benediction for Passover
On the morning of the first day of Passover, Women of the Wall held a women’s
prayer for freedom ceremony and, simultaneously, recited the Priestly Blessing®® in the

women’s section of the Kotel for the first time. Women of the Wall referred to this

8 priestly Blessing (known as “Birkat Ha-Kohanim” in Hebrew): The ritual takes place on certain Jewish
festivals in which men who identity with the Priestly class (Kohanim) offer God’s blessings upon their
congregations. While one’s Jewish tribal heritage has always been traced through men, Jewish law does not
dismiss women from taking part in this ritual of blessing. As women have never been invited to take part in
the yearly benediction that takes place in the men’s section, this year, Women of the Wall chose to hold
their own Priestly Benediction at the Western Wall.
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blessing as the Birkat Kohanot, which is a feminization of the Hebrew term Birkat Ha-
Kohanim. This feminized terminology was intended to demonstrate that this recitation of
the blessing was being offered “by women [and] for women,” instead of the traditional
phrase which implies that the blessing was offered by male priests.

This particular event as well as the female recitation of the “Priestly Blessing”
received financial support from Susan Bay Nimoy and the estate of Leonard Nimoy, the
Jewish actor best known for his portrayal of the character Dr. Spock in the Star Trek
series. Nimoy adapted the Priestly Benediction hand symbol for his character’s Vulcan
salute. Women of the Wall wrote in a press release that “He took something precious
from antiquity and brought it to the “future.” His benediction, ‘Live Long and Prosper,’
takes one of the best messages from the Jewish faith and transforms it into a universal
message of peace, purpose and prosperity.”*® This women’s Priestly Benediction was a
partnership between WOW and the Nimoy Estate in order to offer women an experience

91
l.

never before permitted at the Western Wall.”™ Each attendee at the prayer service also

received a pin in the shape of the Vulcan salute hand, symbolizing the Priestly Blessing.

September 12, 2016—Supreme Court Reprimands State for Ignoring Mandelblit
Plan Agreement

At a hearing, Israel’s Supreme Court rebuked the State for not implementing its
own plan to create a pluralistic prayer section at the Western Wall. Present at the court

hearing were Anat Hoffman, Rabbi Gilad Kariv, Director of the IMPJ, and Yizhar Hess,

% \Women of the Wall, “Women of the Wall to Hold Women’s Priestly Blessing for the First Time at the
Kotel,” March 21, 2016, http://www.womenofthewall.org.il/women-of-the-wall-to-hold-womens-priestly-
blessing-for-the-first-time-at-the-kotel/ (accessed May 3, 2017).
91 :

Ibid.
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Director of the Masorti Movement. The Court gave a warning to the Israeli government

and would intervene if the Mandelblit plan was not implemented.*?

November 2, 2016 (Rosh Chodesh Cheshvan): Torah Scrolls in the Women’s Section

On this date, WOW—with both Israeli and American leaders®*—made their way
into the women's section of the Western Wall with fourteen Torah scrolls, an
unprecedented success. Police did not help to protect WOW worshippers from ultra-
Orthodox protesters and ushers from the Western Wall Heritage Foundation who pushed
and shoved those trying to enter the Kotel plaza with Torah scrolls in their arms. Some
WOW supporters were even knocked over from the violence. Nevertheless, from the
perspective of WOW, the success of bringing such a larger number of Torah scrolls into
the women’s section was viewed as a real achievement.’ Both Israeli and American
leaders from various Jewish denominations and organizations that support religious
pluralism and women’s equality attended this historic Rosh Chodesh service. Prime
Minister Netanyahu’s office accused the liberal Jewish leaders of causing “unnecessary
friction,” but Women of the Wall saw their planned actions as “civil disobedience to

protest Netanyahu for failing to implement the Western Wall Agreement passed by his

%2 Amanda Borschel-Dan, “High Court scolds government for not upholding Western Wall deal,” The
Times of Israel, September 12, 2016, http://www.timesofisrael.com/supreme-court-scolds-government-for-
not-upholding-western-wall-deal/ (accessed May 3, 2017).

% please see Appendix C for list of leaders.

% Times of Israel Staff, "In “historic’ first, women pray with Torah scrolls at Western Wall," The Times of
Israel, November 02, 2016, http://www.timesofisrael.com/in-historic-first-pluralistic-worshipers-bring-
torah-scrolls-to-western-wall/ (accessed May 17, 2017).
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own government in January, 2016.”%

Conclusion

Women of the Wall has fought in numerous court cases since 1989. The prayer
group has experienced many setbacks but also many advancements as they have gained
support through solidarity events and the media. Still, the prayer group has faced
relentless government stonewalling all the way up to and including the present. As of
January 2017, Women of the Wall continues to await the implementation of the Western

Wall compromise for the construction of an egalitarian plaza.

% |sabel Kershner, “Netanyahu Criticizes American Jewish Leaders over Western Wall Protest,” The New
York Times, November 3, 2016, https://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/03/world/middleeast/israel-jerusalem-
netanyahu-western-wall.htmlI?_r=0 (access May 15, 2017). Women of the Wall, Torah Procession: An Act
of Civil Disobedience: Women of the Wall March to the Kotel Alongside World Jewish Leaders Carrying
Torah Scrolls, 2016, http://www.womenofthewall.org.il/rabbis-in-unprecedented-act-of-civil-disobedience-
to-protest-netanyahu/ (accessed May 15, 2017).
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CHAPTER 1: WOMEN IN THE RELIGIOUS, PUBLIC SPHERE

Israel is a complicated nation when it comes to women’s equality in the public
sphere. On one hand, it is ahead of its time in permitting women into the political, public
sphere. From 1969-1973, Golda Meir served as Israel’s first female Prime Minister. On
the other hand, Israel is behind the time in permitting women into the religious, public
sphere. As a result of Israel’s political-religious structure, women have been barred from
active participation in the religious public sphere. The purpose of this chapter is to
explain the current governing system in Israel that allows this inequity and discuss
Women of the Wall’s effects on women in the religious public sphere in Israeli society.
In the area of women’s equality and women’s empowerment, Women of the Wall has had
three main effects on Israeli society: 1) It has been a source of consciousness-raising for
women’s religious equality; 2) It has been a source of Jewish women’s empowerment;
and 3) It has helped maintain a space for Jewish women to exercise their religious rights
in the public sphere. The unequal treatment of women at the Western Wall serves as a
representation of the tensions—one of them being gender inequality—caused by a lack of

separation of religion and state in Israel’s governmental structure.

Israel’s Governmental Structure

The phrase used to describe the character of Israel is “Jewish and democratic.” This
phrase was first used in the State Education Law of 1953. It is a reminder for Israel to
strive towards a balance between its values of religion and social equality. Finding this
balance still remains a challenge for Israeli society today. Currently, this tension is
particularly apparent at the Kotel and intrinsic to the Women of the Wall controversy.

A look at Israel’s political-religious structure will help explain the cause of this



societal imbalance. Israel’s governing structure consists of the Knesset—a parliamentary
democracy in which the ultra-Orthodox currently hold authority in the coalition—and the
Chief Rabbinate—an ultra-Orthodox rabbinic authority that oversees all personal status
changes. While the Knesset’s religious configuration can change based on the makeup of
the current coalition, the Chief Rabbinate is unequally composed of Jewish leadership
from Israel’s ultra-Orthodox faction.

Currently, the Chief Rabbinate is the public arbiter for almost all life cycle events
and personal status changes in Israel.?® It is recognized by law as the “supreme, halakhic
and spiritual authority for the Jewish people in the State of Israel. It has legal and
administrative authority to organize religious arrangements for Israel’s Jews.”® This non-
democratic institution permits the public status of Judaism (what is known as the “local
custom”) to be defined by ultra-Orthodoxy. This “local custom” of ultra-Orthodoxy does
not take into consideration those Jews who choose to live an alternate Jewish lifestyle,
practicing a Jewish denomination other than ultra-Orthodoxy. With no separation of
religion and state, Israel permits Orthodox authorities to place Jewish denominations on a
hierarchy, causing tension within the nation’s own Jewish people as well as those living
in the diaspora.

The Status-Quo Agreement was a legal arrangement established in 1947 in a letter
from Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion to political leaders of religious parties. The
arrangement sought to maintain equilibrium between Israel’s religious life and its secular

population. Its aim was to find ways to implement Israel’s religious character without

% For example, all weddings, divorces, conversions, and funerals must be overseen and officiated by the
ultra-Orthodox authorities.

%7 Zionist Organization of America, Jewish Agency for Israel, and Economic Dept., Israel Yearbook and
Almanac, Vol. 46 (Jerusalem: IBRT Translation/Documentation Ltd, 1992), 195.
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allowing regulations to infringe on the secular majority. It was created to preserve the
socio-political compromise of 1947 between the religious and secular character of the
state of Israel. This approach has been labeled the “status quo model.”®® While this model
attempts to maintain the societal norms that existed during the foundation of Israel, the
“Status Quo Agreement” conflicts with the evolving nature of present-day Israeli society.
Today, many people feel that Israel needs to distribute religious power among the various
branches in order to balance the needs of every Jewish denomination. This conflict
cannot be avoided, and it is likely to generate new societal resolutions. Tensions
stemming from the current unequal arrangement of religion and state are strongly
demonstrated through the Women of the Wall controversy. Court judges have grappled
with the question of what is the “local custom” at the Western Wall. Must it be defined
by the status quo of ultra-Orthodoxy? How can Israel be fair to those who desire to
practice non-Orthodox prayer at the Western Wall? The range of Jewish practice that
exists in Israel today is different from 1947 when the “Status Quo Agreement” was

implemented.

Ultra-Orthodoxy and Gender Egalitarianism
As a result of the ultra-Orthodox monopoly, which brings with it a patriarchal
leadership, the possibility of full gender equality in Israeli society is hampered.

The foundation of ultra-Orthodoxy was formed in response to modernity.*® This

% Daphne Barak-Erez, “Law and Religion under the Status Quo Model: Between Past Compromises and
Constant Change,” Cardozo Law Review 30, no. 6 (2009): 2495,
http://www.tau.ac.il/law/barakerez/artmarch2010/36.pdf. (accessed May 3, 2017).

% Charles Selengut, Sacred Fury: Understanding Religious Violence, 2nd ed. (Lanham, MD: Rowman &
Littlefield Publishers, 2008), 140.
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denomination rejects the ideas of modernity for fear that it will overpower Judaism.
Subsequently, the only way to maintain tradition is to “stand still” in Judaism’s ways,
becoming strict in adherence to Judaism’s deep-rooted but often anachronistic traditions.
For example, traditional domestic roles and halakha (Jewish law) are adhered to even
though they do not align with twenty-first century secular societal norms. While in
America the more liberal Reform Judaism holds the status as the largest Jewish
denomination, in Israel it is the smallest denomination. Therefore, as ultra-Orthodox
Judaism is the religion of the rabbinate—the legal, rabbinic authority in Israel—the
patriarchal voice of this denomination overwhelms the egalitarian sentiments of other
practicing streams of Judaism. % This religious clash leads to the inferiority of women in
the religious public sphere, obstructing Jewish egalitarianism.

Jewish egalitarianism—qgender equality in religious and cultural ritual performance
and observance—has not been accepted by the state of Israel. One of the most central
principles uniting Reform, Reconstructionist, and most Conservative congregations in
America is that of egalitarianism.*® In these denominations, women are permitted to read
Torah as well as to enter the rabbinate. However, in ultra-Orthodoxy, both in America

and in Israel, egalitarianism has yet to be accepted.

Gender and Halakha at the Western Wall
Once a month, Women of the Wall gathers at the Western Wall to hold a Rosh

Chodesh service. Rosh Chodesh literally means “head of the month” and the service

100 v ael Israel-Cohen, Between Feminism and Orthodox Judaism: Resistance, Identity, and Religious
Change in Israel (Boston: Brill, 2012), 17.

101 Tova Hartman, Feminism Encounters Traditional Judaism: Resistance and Accommodation (Waltham,
MA: Brandeis University Press/University Press of New England, 2007), 62.
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celebrates each new Jewish month. As Judaism runs on the lunar calendar, the new month
begins with each new moon. Observing Rosh Chodesh has always been a special holiday
for women—for biblical and Talmudic reasons—and dates back to sixteenth century
Kabbalah (Jewish mysticism) as a female ritual practice.’®* However, with the Western

103 the once national

Wall under the auspices of the Western Wall Heritage Foundation,
site has been functioning according to Ultra-Orthodox customs. Despite Rosh Chodesh
being a traditional female practice, this poses many religious barriers for Women of the
Wall’s multi-denominational prayer group.

Rabbi Shmuel Rabinowitz currently oversees the Western Wall Heritage
Foundation, serving as the Rabbi of the Western Wall and the Holy Sites of Israel. He
ensures that all who pray at the site adhere to strict halakha. These regulations necessarily
negate other ways to be Jewish as well as other interpretations of Jewish textual tradition.
Over time, ultra-Orthodox opponents of Women of the Wall have used halakha to
repudiate the actions of the women’s prayer group. Four main halakhic arguments have
been brought up to bar Women of the Wall from praying according to its customs: 1.
Women are not obligated to perform public prayer;’** 2. A woman’s voice is forbidden in

public;*® 3. Praying with a tallit (prayer shawl) is a male-only commandment; and 4.

Women are forbidden from participating in a public Torah reading.*®

1921 eah Novick, “The History of Rosh Chodesh and Its Evolution as a Woman’s Holiday,” in Celebrating
the New Moon: A Rosh Chodesh Anthology, ed. Susan Berrin (New York: Rowman & Littlefield
Publishers, Inc., 1996), 18.

193 For more information on the Western Wall Heritage Foundation, visit
http://english.thekotel.org/heritage_foundation/.

194 For more information see Rabbi Avraham Weiss, Women at Prayer: A Halakhic Analysis of Women’s
Prayer Groups (New York: Ktav Publishing House, 2001).

195 For a helpful digest of the subject, see Schreiber, “The Woman’s Voice in the Synagogue.”

1% For more information, see Eliezer Berkovits, The Jewish Woman in Time and Torah (New York: Ktav
Publishing House, 1990).
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Despite the many halakhic arguments against women’s public participation in
Jewish religious practice, in 2013, Judge Moshe Sobel granted Women of the Wall the
legal right to pray according to its custom. Judge Sobel ruled that the “local custom”
needed to be defined to meet the customs of all who prayed at the Western Wall. He
based his decision on the written opinions of several Supreme Court justices from
previous cases, specifically that of Justice Shlomo Levin. During a 1994 case, Justice
Levin wrote:

As | see it, the phrase ‘local custom’ should not necessarily be interpreted

according to Jewish law or according to the status quo. The nature of a

custom is that it changes according to the changing times, and [the phrase]

should express a pluralistic and tolerant approach to the opinions and

customs of others...'%’

Still, since the Sobel ruling, Women of the Wall has struggled to pray from a Torah
scroll in the women’s section of the Western Wall, while the men’s section has over one
hundred Torah scrolls.'®® Rabbi Rabinowitz has disregarded the Sobel ruling and
continues to follow the 2010 regulation he issued, which was approved by the Ministry of
Justice. This regulation states that security guards at the Western Wall entrance are
allowed to prevent the admission of any Torah scroll that has not been approved by the
rabbi of the Kotel. 1 This makes a Torah service in the women’s section nearly
impossible. Lesley Sachs, explains that, “currently, there is an appeal to the court to

instruct Rabinowitz to cancel this regulation, but the court wants to discuss the entire

197 Appeal by the State of Israel 23834-04-13 State of Israel v. Ras et al.
108 539y M nan 7N Moo nodn b,” 2016,
https://www.thekotel.org/hakeren/nehalim/klale/torah.aspx (accessed January 8, 2017).
109 B
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Kotel issue in one bulk.”*! In a Jerusalem Post article entitled “Is the Western Wall
rabbi above the law?” defense lawyer David Barhoom argued that:

Judge Sobel’s groundbreaking ruling should have led to the nullification

of the procedure introduced in 2010. Yet although this procedure is now

unlawful, the Western Wall rabbi continues to apply its provisions,

thereby effectively circumventing the court ruling that WoW forms part of

‘local custom.” The rabbi also undermines the court ruling that women are

permitted to read from the Torah in the Women’s Section. In short — the

rabbi acts as if he were above the law.*"
In November 2016, Rosh Chodesh Cheshvan, the prayer group managed to bring fourteen
Torah scrolls into the women’s section with the support of many liberal Jewish leaders.**?
Still, as of January 2017, at each Rosh Chodesh, Women of the Wall struggle to pray
with even one Torah scroll, a right removed from women at what is considered to be the

holiest site for the Jewish people.

Women of the Wall’s Effects on Israeli Society
As ultra-Orthodoxy is the dominant Jewish denomination in Israel, its adherence
to halakha, which undermines female ritual practice, has hindered the advancement of

egalitarianism in the Israeli religious public sphere. Nonetheless, gradual steps have been

19 Email correspondence with Lesley Sachs, “Thesis Question,” January 8, 2017.

' David Barhoom, “Is the Western Wall Rabbi Above the Law?” The Jerusalem Post, October 6, 2015,
http://m.jpost.com/Opinion/Is-the-Western-Wall-rabbi-above-the-law-
421110#article=6022MDMOMORBMzRBNTBCNDg3RTNDQjFGOUNDNKIYREEZNTQ=(accessed May
3, 2017).

112 |sabel Kershner, “Netanyahu Criticizes American Jewish Leaders over Western Wall Protest,” The New
York Times, November 2, 2016, http://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/03/world/middleeast/israel-jerusalem-
netanyahu-western-wall.html, (accessed May 3, 2017).
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taken to create equal space for women in religious life. In the area of women’s equality
and women’s empowerment, Women of the Wall has had three main effects on Israeli
society: consciousness-raising, Jewish women’s empowerment, and maintaining

women’s religious space in the public sphere.

1) Consciousness-raising

First, while primarily a women’s prayer group, Women of the Wall has also
served as a consciousness-raising group in Israeli Jewish society. Consciousness-raising
can be defined as “any method for increasing interpersonal awareness or sensitivity by
teaching people to experience a situation or point of view radically different from their
own.”**3 Women of the Wall, a multi-denominational prayer group, has brought to Israeli
society a greater awareness that there is more than one way to be Jewish and that women
can fully participate in Jewish life. A member of Original Women of the Wall, Cheryl
Birkner Mack, explains that she feels Women of the Wall has “brought an awareness that
hadn’t been there before about women’s religious rights.”*** More specifically, she
explains that today, when religious Jews arrive at the Kotel, they witness a religious
practice that is different from their own. Mack recalled a time davening at the Kotel while
a bar mitzvah ceremony was taking place in the men’s section. She remembers how two
little kids kept looking over the mechitza at the women’s prayer group:

I kept thinking these little kids are going to grow up with the knowledge

that women pray, and some women wear tallit, and some women wear

13 Definition of consciousness-raising, http://www.dictionary.com/browse/consciousness-raising (accessed
May 3, 2017).
14 Transcript of interview with Cheryl Birkner Mack, September 2, 2016, p. 5.
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tefillin,... something probably twenty-eight to thirty years ago a lot of kids

didn't have [a sense of], in Israel, particularly in Jerusalem. Yes, | think we

have brought that to consciousness.™*

At the Western Wall, ultra-Orthodox Jews today are exposed to a Jewish religious
practice that is different from what they are accustomed. Whether or not this
denomination approves of and allows this alternative way of Jewish practice to take place
at the Kotel, these Jews are witnesses to an active and fervent women’s observance of
Rosh Chodesh.

A more intentional example of Women of the Wall’s consciousness-raising was
its first advertisement campaign on Jerusalem public buses in October 2014. Pictured on
the buses were girls holding Torah scrolls with the quote, “Mom, | too want to celebrate a
bat mitzvah.”** Shira Pruce, Women of the Wall’s first Public Relations Coordinator,
explained that this type of activism “felt like real, tangible, make-you-think change.”**’
She continued, “I believe it made a lot of people think, people who've never been given
those kinds of opportunities to think outside of the Haredi Jewish, Orthodox Jewish
box.”*!® For many of these Jews, the graphic of girls holding Torah scrolls displayed a
foreign prohibited concept, and these buses carried this radical idea into their

neighborhoods. As a result, this visual challenged traditional ultra-Orthodox gender

scripts.

" |bid.
116 Michele Chabin, “Women of the Wall Launch Bat Mitzvah Ad Campaign in Fight to Read Torah at the
Western Wall,” Huffington Post, October 13, 2014, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/10/13/womenof-
the-the-wall-bat-mitzvah_n_5979224.html (accessed March 1, 2017).
i; Transcript of interview with Shira Pruce, August 28, 2016, p. 17.
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Despite Women of the Wall representing an Israeli minority—a multi-
denominational group of women who believe in pluralism, women’s active participation
in public prayer, and who want to pray at the Western Wall—the group has succeeded in
making its name and image of feminism well known. Yizhar Hess, the Executive
Director of the Masorti (Conservative) movement in Israel, points out that, “the fact that
they are such a small minority” and that “most Israelis are not really connected to the
world of the Kotel, especially the secular Israelis, in spite of that, everyone in Israel
knows the term “Women of the Wall’ even if they do not identify with it.”**® Hess
specifically notes the immense power of this name by describing the image and ideology
it elicits: “The fact that it's a familiar two words [in Hebrew, Nashot HaKotel] is
something that speaks for itself because it has all sorts of connotations that come with it;”
one of the most distinct images being “a woman with a tallit. You like it. You hate it,” he
says. Regardless, “It vents feminism.”*?° Women of the Wall has sufficiently managed to
enter into Israeli social consciousness and generate an accompanying image and
ideology. Hess argues that this in itself is a feat. The prayer group has succeeded in
becoming part of the social discourse, which plays “a significant role in Jewish feminism
in Israel, especially Jewish religious feminism in Israel.”** In this way, the prayer group
has served as a source of consciousness-raising, continuing the conversation of women’s

religious equality in Israel.

19 Transcript of interview with Yizhar Hess, August 25, 2016, p. 3.
20 |bid.
" |bid.
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2) Jewish Women’s Empowerment

Women of the Wall has served as a source of Jewish women’s empowerment. It
may be no surprise that there exists another definition for the concept of consciousness-
raising that is specifically related to the second-wave of American feminism:

Consciousness-Raising (C-R) is a tool that the Women’s Liberation

Movement adopted from the Civil Rights Movement in the 1960s, where it

was called ‘telling it like it is.” In C-R, women answer a question using

examples from their personal lives, then the group uses these personal

testimonies to draw conclusions about the political root of women's so-
called “personal’ problems.'?

This type of consciousness-raising was directed inward, as a type of self-empowerment
tool. By sharing experiences, this method helped individual women feel that they were
not alone in their tribulations and experiences of inequality. They came to understand that
women’s problems were not ‘personal’ but rooted in deeper, sociological responses to the
changing social scripts.

With respect to Israeli society, in particular, Women of the Wall has been able to
serve as a source of women’s empowerment, in helping women realize that they are not
alone in feeling unaccepted in the religious public sphere. Rabbi Elyse Frishman, an
American Reform rabbi, explains that “for the women who are involved in it, | think it
absolutely has promoted their sense of right.”*?* The knowledge of shared experience has

been able to generate collective strength, motivating women to take hold of their own

122 National Women’s Liberation, “Feminist Consciousness-Raising,” 2014,
http://www.womensliberation.org/priorities/feminist-consciousness-raising (accessed March 1, 2017).
12 Transcript of interview with Elyse Frishman, October 18, 2016, p. 4.
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Jewish practice within a society that has still not fully accepted women into the religious
public sphere. Furthermore, it has motivated women to challenge the prevailing ultra-
Orthodox gender norms. Lesley Sachs explains that for her, “Women of the Wall is an
issue of empowerment of women and of gender equality. There’s no question that women
feel very empowered from joining us. Many Orthodox women say that we are the wind
under their wings to do more, to demand more, because we pray halakhically in a
women’s prayer group.”*?* Women of the Wall has been a source of empowerment,
supporting women in claiming their equal, religious rights and being advocates for their
religious needs. Women of the Wall board member, Rachel Cohen Yeshurun, revealed
that “coming from an Orthodox background, the opportunity to not only be a part of a
service but to lead one, and at the Kotel no less, is tremendously empowering.”** The
prayer group has helped Jewish women recognize that there is a place for their full active
participation in the religious public sphere. In addition, as Cohen Yeshurun described,
Women of the Wall provides opportunities for women to take hold of their own Jewish
practice and observe Judaism in ways that are meaningful to them.

Simply recognizing the spiritual and religious needs of women and the lack of
opportunity and support for women to fulfill these needs in Israeli society has been a
significant step in rectifying these problems. Rabbi Jacqueline Koch Ellenson of the
WRN explains that enabling change to occur begins with identifying “specific arenas
where there needs to be a tikkun, a correction, a reframing.”*?® This alone will not be the

solution, but it will be a significant part. Women of the Wall has been a driving force in
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drawing attention to and addressing women’s religious inequalities because it has been
about “enfranchising women and enfranchising people who have a broader version and

vision of what Judaism should be.”*?’

3) Maintaining Women’s Religious Space in the Public Sphere

Women’s empowerment is only part of the struggle towards achieving gender
equality in the religious public sphere. Women of the Wall’s struggle has endured for
over twenty-five years, and this is due to the persistence of women’s religious practice in
the public sphere. Through maintaining monthly prayer services and gaining international
supporters, Women of the Wall has carved out space for Jewish women to exercise their
religious rights in the Israeli public sphere.

Regardless of whether this women’s space is accepted by Israeli society, the
multi-denominational group has secured this cultural space for the time when women’s
religious equality becomes a reality. Original Women of the Wall member Shulamit
Magnus explains, “I think it’s terribly important that Jewish women as a group have a
place in Jewish, sacred space, that Judaism be seen in female form and heard in female
voice in holy space.”*?® Magnus says that the prayer group’s action of davening out loud
in the women’s section at the Kotel is part of “holding the space.”*?° Even if the ultra-
Orthodox do not approve of the halakhic prayer of Women of the Wall, the exercising of

religious rights is crucial. Magnus rationalizes, “If you don’t exercise rights, you lose
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them.”**° She feels that the prayer group represents Jewish women as a collective and
that it is “holding the place” for their full acceptance in Israel’s religious public sphere.**!
Lesley Sachs explains that in Israel there is a metaphoric phrase, “the salami way,*?
used to describe the gradual loss of rights.®* Similar to how a butcher cuts salami slice-
by-slice, this metaphor describes a political tactic in which rights are taken away ever so
gradually, making the removal nearly unnoticeable until all of the rights are gone. This is
what has been happening with religious rights at the Kotel. Sachs recalls that every time
the ultra-Orthodox remove equal rights, they have “cut a small piece off.” “It happened
very slowly, but [the Kotel has] turned more and more Haredi.” Sachs recounts that
Around 2009, Rabinovitch started building a passageway that was only for Haredi
men [to walk] from one side [of the Kotel] to the other, for those who aren’t
willing to touch women, and we managed to stop that. So, if we weren’t there, the
Kotel wouldn’t even be looking like it [does] today. It’s thanks to us that it’s
remained more or less not an ultra-Orthodox synagogue.*3*
Women of the Wall has prevented the complete transformation of the Kotel into an ultra-
Orthodox religious space.
This safeguarding of women’s religious space at the Kotel is believed to have a
significant effect on issues of women’s religious space in greater Israeli society. Women

of the Wall board member Betsy Kallus believes that the exclusion of women in public

spaces should be looked at as a choice and that the events at the Kotel are just one part of
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this larger issue.’® She sees this significant public space as not only “space for prayer
and a connection to Judaism” but as a place to defend “civic equality for women.”*% She
asserts, “I think there’s value in affirming that in the major public gathering space in the
state of Israel, the Western Wall, there should be the right for women to be able to
express themselves in that space.”**’ In this way, the unequal treatment of women at the
Western Wall becomes a symbol for the tensions caused by no separation of religion and
state in Israel’s governmental structure. This larger issue can be realized by observing the
gender imbalance within three different types of Israeli settings. During an interview,
Women of the Wall Chairwoman Anat Hoffman spoke about the lack of women’s
leadership in the Israeli public sphere. She recalled the words of Professor Alice
Shalvi,**® an Israeli feminist and social activist, who urges women in Israel:

to rule the beit Knesset [house of worship], the Beit Din [house of law],

and the beit midrash [house of study]. We need to have women there:

rabbot [female rabbis], dayyanot [female religious court judges], shoftot

[female civil judges]. We’re in all the secular institutions, why not in the

religious ones? It’s the final frontier...1**

Women of the Wall’s struggle at the Kotel is a stride towards facilitating women’s entry
into the religious, public sphere. The prayer group’s unyielding, multi-denominational

religious practice reserves women’s cultural space for the time when Israeli society will
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accept gender equality in the religious public sphere.

Conclusion

Understanding the structure of Israel’s governance is necessary for
comprehending Women of the Wall’s obstacles. Separation of religion and state as well
as the ultra-Orthodox supremacy reinforces the exclusion of women in the religious
public sphere. Nevertheless, Women of the Wall has buttressed women’s empowerment
and women’s equality in Israeli society through consciousness-raising, providing
opportunities for active participation in Jewish practice and holding a women’s space in
the religious public sphere. Still, Women of the Wall’s success in achieving Jewish

egalitarianism relies on the approval of Israeli society.
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CHAPTER 2: THE MEDIA AND ISRAELI-AMERICAN RELATIONS

Throughout the years, the general Israeli public and the American Jewish
community have held differing perspectives on the importance of the Women of the Wall
controversy. The following chapter will first discuss these perspectives and the way in
which each society’s division of religion and state has influenced these viewpoints. It will
then reveal how Women of the Wall has used media as a tool for social advocacy to
strengthen its cause. The media has played an instrumental role in strengthening the
status of Women of the Wall in both Israeli and American society. First, it has put
Women of the Wall on the Israeli public agenda. Second, it has served as a way for
American Jewry to become invested in Israeli society in a new way. Through the
strategic use of media during two key turning points—Anat Hoffman’s first arrest in
2010 and her second arrest in 2012—Women of the Wall has been able to gain allies and
turn passive followers into active supporters. Lastly, this chapter will explain the

significance of WOW?’s use of media in the development of Israeli-American relations.

Perspectives

Prior to understanding how Women of the Wall has strategically used media to its
benefit, one must first understand how Women of the Wall has been perceived by both
liberal American Jewry and the general Israeli public. Women of the Wall has often been
viewed as a social cause more largely supported by American Jewry than Israeli
society.** A closer look at liberal Judaism’s demographics in America versus Israel can
help to explain this perception. In addition, the differing structure of religion and state in

each country plays a role in influencing perspectives on Women of the Wall. It is

0 Transcript of interview with Lesley Sachs, September 5, 2016, pp. 4-6.



necessary to understand how societal arrangements influence perspectives on this prayer
group even before the influence of media.

Reform Judaism is the largest Jewish denomination in the United States.*** A
study by the Pew Research Center, “A Portrait of Jewish Americans,” found that “one-
third (35%) of all U.S. Jews identify with the Reform movement, while 18% identify
with Conservative Judaism, [and] 10% with Orthodox Judaism.”**? In contrast, in Israel,
the Haredi (ultra-Orthodox) sector holds the status as the religious authority in issues of
religion and state and overpowers the small progressive Jewish voice.**® Another survey
conducted by Pew Research Center, “Israel’s Religiously Divided Society,” concluded
that “The two largest organized Jewish denominations in America — Reform and
Conservative Judaism — together have about five times as many U.S. members as the
historically much older, more strictly observant Orthodox community. But the Reform
and Conservative movements have a far smaller footprint in Israel.”*** When Israelis
were asked if they identify with any of America’s three main streams of Judaism (using
Israel’s distinctive terminology to describe its Jewish denominations), only three percent
(3%) answered Reform and two percent (2%) Conservative “while half (50%) identify

with Orthodoxy — including many Jews who are not highly religiously observant but may

141 pew Research Center, “A Portrait of Jewish Americans,” 2013,
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still be most familiar with Orthodox Judaism. About four in ten Israeli Jews (41%) do not
identify with any of these three streams or denominations of Judaism.** Therefore, the
largest practicing stream of Judaism in Israel is Orthodoxy.

In the United States, the separation of religion and state traces its roots to the
Constitution. Freedom of religious expression is part of the First Amendment. Lesley
Sachs explains that for American Jews, “religious pluralism, religious tolerance is so
obvious. When they see a group of women at the Kotel, in the holiest of holiest places
and see them being infringed upon or being arrested, it makes their blood boil.”** In
Israel, where there is no separation of religion and state, “most Israelis are used to an
ultra-Orthodox monopoly.”**" This denominational hierarchy is inherent to the structure
of Israeli society. These societal differences set up a great disparity between the ways in
which the majority of American Jews and Israelis view the Women of the Wall
controversy.

For American Jews, religious freedom is an inalienable right. It is an entitlement
that American Jews have persistently and vigorously defended. Betsy Kallus, a Women
of the Wall board member since 1991, explains, “For an American Jew who's sitting in a
synagogue—a woman who's wearing her tallit—it's unfathomable that women would be
arrested for that in this day and age.”**® However, for many Israeli Jews who are
accustomed to the Ultra-Orthodox supremacy, there are more pressing national issues that

need to be addressed. These contradictory viewpoints have led to a rift in Israeli-

American relations as each side feels its values are not understood. To the Israeli public,
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the Women of the Wall controversy “seems like a side issue; there are so many problems
in this country that [it] doesn't seem like one.”**° Rabbi Levi Weiman-Kelman, the rabbi
of Kehilat Kol HaNeshama, a Reform congregation in Jerusalem, notes that the attention
Women of the Wall receives can be offensive to Israeli Jews: “It makes most committed
Israeli Reform Jews feel that American Jews only care about these symbolic public
relations issues and don’t really care about the issues facing Israeli Reform Jews.”**°
Yizhar Hess, the Executive Director of the Masorti Movement in Israel, also explains
how the important issues for American Jews are not the most important issues for Israeli
Jews:

If I had to choose, to pick and choose my fight, I wouldn't take this fight

and put it so dramatically in the forefront. | think that there are way more

important things to fight for in Israel in this arena of Jewish pluralism. The

fact that there is no civil marriage in Israel and that marriage and divorce

needs to be according to the Orthodox interpretation of halakha is a much

more discriminatory and bad thing for the Jewish people, for democracy,

and for Israel. 1 would love to see the Israeli thousands or dozens of

thousands fighting for it. Strategically, it's more important.***
This is not to say that the struggle for religious pluralism is not significant, but for
Israelis, there are other struggles more pressing in the realm of democracy and religious

pluralism than that of Women of the Wall. The WOW controversy is just one part of a

larger issue in Israeli society: the unequal allocation of power to one stream of Judaism.

9 Transcript of interview with Shulamit Magnus, September 4, 2016, p. 17.
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Even WOW Director Lesley Sachs understands that there are many other social justice
issues to fight. For most Israelis, “if they go out on the streets on a subject, they’ll go out
on things that are more meaningful for them, more relevant to their life. If praying at the
Kotel is not relevant to their life, they won’t come and pray with us.”**?> One who chooses
not to pray with Women of the Wall may still support its goals of religious pluralism but
has found another way to strive for this endeavor. Regardless of whether or not Women
of the Wall is an issue of personal importance to most Israeli Jews, there can be little
doubt that the cause has captured the attention of American Jewry. Rabbi Weiman-
Kelman says that “Women of the Wall is a brilliant cause to galvanize American Jews.
Anat Hoffman is really a genius using the Kotel to bring the cause of breaking the
Orthodox monopoly to the American Jewish public.”**® Hoffman has found a way to
motivate American Liberal Jews to engage with Israeli society by means of a social issue
that relates to their own understanding of religious expression. As Liberal Judaism makes
up the majority of American Jewry, it is understandable that American Jews would
support Women of the Wall’s mission for religious equality at the Western Wall, versus
in Israel where Orthodoxy is the largest practicing stream of Judaism. Furthermore, it is
logical that America’s separation of religion and state would also lead American Jewry to
support freedom of religious expression at the Western Wall. Aside from these societal
configurations, it is through media that American support has grown against the religious

inequality that exists in Israel.
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First Turning Point: Hoffman Arrest, 2010

On Monday, July 12, 2010, Women of the Wall Chairwoman Anat Hoffman was
arrested for holding a Torah scroll. Ynet, an Israeli news site, reported that “She [was]
suspected of violating a High Court ruling which prohibits women to read the Torah at
the holy site.”*>* Following the prayer service, Hoffman was arrested while leading a
group from the women’s section of the Kotel to Robinson’s Arch, where they had been
granted permission to read from the Torah. The news reported that “during the Morning
Prayer, the Torah scroll was in a bag, but the women pulled it out earlier than they were
permitted to do so, and began dancing with it at the end of the prayer as they were
leaving the Western Wall plaza.”*>> The Jerusalem police brought Hoffman in for
questioning and held her for five hours before she was released and ordered to stay away
from the Kotel for the next month.*® The video of this arrest, uploaded that same day,
gained national attention, and the Women of the Wall board members realized that this
was their opportunity to properly tell their story to the Israeli public.*’

The incident became a turning point for WOW as it prompted the board to
seriously evaluate itself and question how it could gain greater awareness within Israeli
society. It was then that Shira Pruce was hired to serve as Director of Public Relations.*®
In her words, the board began to ask questions such as “What is holding people back,

specifically in Israel, but not only in Israel? What might be holding people back from
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attending our prayers? or what are some things that we could do to really clarify what it is
that we’re doing?”**® The group also began to view its conversations with everyday

Israelis as litmus tests to understand the public opinions on WOW.**°

The group even
created a Hebrew-language poll for Israelis. The responses gathered described Women of
the Wall as “not serious about prayer,” “just trying to provoke anger,” and even “crazy.”
People also saw Women of the Wall as solely an American organization. The prayer
group had an appearance as being “a fringe, foreign group.”*®* Lesley Sachs described
what she thought were the top three misconceptions about Women of the Wall back in
2010. She explained that people “didn’t realize that we were praying halakhically. They
didn’t realize that we were praying in the women’s section. They didn’t realize that we’d
been doing this for years [since 1988].”'%? This feedback helped Women of the Wall
understand how it was perceived by the Israeli public. It was then that the board took
very strategic deliberate steps to change those messages.*®® Sachs explains that the board
“put together three main messages that [were added in], at every interview and every
press release” to help clear up misconceptions.®* The group made sure its mission was
clear. Pruce asserts that, “what people used to think about Women of the Wall, all of that
was changed by the media.”*®®

One of the first steps the group took was to secure a strong Israeli voice to

represent the prayer group and to help ensure that Israeli society would identify WOW as

Israeli. Betsy (Batya) Kallus explains that:
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All along Women of the Wall had always been very ‘American.” We

would have board meetings in English when visitors came or [when] we

spoke to the group at the Western Wall, we would speak in English, and

there wasn't a sense of actually being grounded in Israel, as an Israeli

NGO to an Israeli audience.*®®
Even more, although the board was and is comprised of all Israelis, about half had made
aliyah from other countries, which was an obstacle for the group. She recalls that:

In 2010 when all the arrests began [and WOW] began making the news in

Israel, all of a sudden the Israeli media was interested in Women of the

Wall. You needed to have somebody who could speak Hebrew and speak

Israeli, and we realized that. This was actually a discussion in the board

and [we made] the decision to hire an Israeli media person, who would

essentially shape an Israeli media, public relations outreach strategy for

the Israeli public.*®’
Shira Pruce was hired in 2010 at the time of the arrests, and Hebrew spokesperson,
Oshrat Ben Shimshon, was hired in 2012 after the second wave of WOW arrests.'®® With
already a strong American backing of supporters, it was important for WOW to
demonstrate to the Israeli public that this issue was one of importance to its fellow Israeli
citizens and of relevance to Israeli society. WOW needed to ensure that it was sending a

clear message to Israeli citizens.
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The second major step Women of the Wall took came with the timely
popularization of social media. Women of the Wall started its first Facebook page, in
English, on January 31, 2010. As of January 2017, the Facebook group had 33,223 page
followers.®® In January 2010, WOW also started a Twitter account and in June, created
its own YouTube channel. Shira Pruce helped Women of the Wall use these social media
outlets effectively. During 2010, the Facebook page “was getting a lot of attention
because of Anat's arrest” and because of a powerful video documenting the incident.*”
Women of the Wall’s new platform helped the group share its story. Pruce explains that,
“in 2010, you were just beginning to see Facebook being used by the masses for social
change and for awareness” and not just being used as a “college social tool.”** With this
in mind, the group even used Facebook to initiate its first solidarity campaign in support
of Anat Hoffman. Board member Kallus remembers that this period was actually a
“technological milestone” and it “totally changed our connections with our
constituency—uwith the Americans and with the Israelis. All of a sudden, everything was
available on our Facebook page and our Twitter feed.”*"? These new social media
platforms provided access to firsthand accounts of events and helped Women of the Wall
become more transparent with its supporters. Lesley Sachs explained just how significant
this opportunity was:

The world was a different world than the one we had known many years

beforehand...Social media changed everything for us because we could put
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our narrative out, our story. Immediately when Anat was arrested, we had
a video cover of it, and we put it up. We managed to get our story out, and
it wasn’t just the government putting out their version, which is many
times not the correct one.”"

For the first time, Women of the Wall was in control of its own narrative and could tell
the story it wanted to tell. It no longer had to rely on the news to give an accurate account
of the prayer group’s experiences.

In the aftermath of Hoffman’s arrest, Women of the Wall also began attracting
journalists. The third major step the board took was hiring photojournalists to help
Women of the Wall shape its image. As a picture tells a thousand words, Pruce explained
that releasing the right photo to the media was crucial. The angles and the lighting all
play a part in expressing the intended message:

a group of one-hundred people can look like one-hundred-and-fifty or it

can look like ten, depending on how the photographer takes the picture

and where he or she is standing. Also, a group of women standing and

praying could look like heroes of the early morning with the sun rising

behind them or they can look like, I don’t know, like miskenot [poor,

unfortunate women] “Oh, these poor little women who are out there on

their own.” It’s all in how you take the picture.™
There is strategy in media that greatly affects the way viewers will perceive a subject and
the feelings that will be provoked. Pruce states that controlling the media has helped

ensure that Women of the Wall will be represented in an accurate way; having
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photojournalists who understand how Women of the Wall sees itself contributes to this
accurate representation.

The fundamental lesson the board realized was that it had the power and the
resources to shape its own image. As Shira Pruce theorized, “If you don’t say anything
and you let [other] people write the story for you, then you might as well not be in the
story at all.”*” The media is already portraying its own side of the story, so being
proactive about reporting one’s own standpoint is a prerogative.'’® However, some may
question the morality of using media as a tool for social change. To this, Pruce states that,
“Being seen is a legitimate tool for social change. I don’t think anyone’s accused a man
of just trying to be seen because men are automatically seen and accepted. Women, who
struggle in a world full of invisibility and erasure, get accused of wanting to be seen and
wanting to be heard. | think that’s a crime.”*’’ Others may question the authenticity of
prayer with the media present. Pruce responds that while the journalists and visitors’
cameras can be distracting and can make prayer difficult, “the prayer is genuine and you
need only to stand there and experience it to know it.”*"® The documentation and media
attention does not come without a price, but its benefits have outweighed the costs,

helping to shed light upon an issue that has political ramifications.
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July 12, 2010: Hoffman arrested while embracing Torah scroll.
Credit: Miriam Alster

Second Turning Point: Hoffman Arrest, 2012

The second turning point in the narrative of Women of the Wall that gained media
attention and contributed to support occurred on October 16, 2012 with the second
dramatic arrest of Anat Hoffman. That evening, the Hadassah Centennial Convention had
arranged to join in prayer and song with Women of the Wall at the Kotel. Together in the
women’s section, Anat Hoffman began by welcoming the Hadassah women and
explaining WOWS’ mission. Following Hoffman’s welcoming words, rabbinical and
cantorial students from HUC-JIR in Jerusalem led the attendees in the Shema, the prayer
of God’s oneness with the Jewish people. It was to be a moment of thanksgiving and
praise, as Hadassah women stood in support of Women of the Wall. Instead, mid-prayer,
a male police officer approached Hoffman and ordered her to lower her voice and wear
her tallit as a scarf. She lowered her voice but did not cease praying. Evidently,
Hoffman’s response to the officer’s order was insufficient, and she was placed under
arrest and escorted from the Kotel plaza.

This time, Hoffman had to spend a night in prison where she experienced

mistreatment. Rabbi Rick Jacobs, President of the Union for Reform Judaism, recalls that
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Hoffman “was arrested in a very awful way, put in jail overnight with a car thief and a
prostitute, and just treated as if she were some kind of criminal when she was simply
exercising her religious and legitimate rights at the Western Wall.”*"® Her arrest became
an attempt to equate her with a felon, and a video of this shocked viewers.**

The video heightened awareness of Women of the Wall, and during the following
Rosh Chodesh services, the prayer group was joined by highly esteemed individuals who
demonstrated their support for WOW. In February 2013, two of the Israeli paratroopers
who liberated the Kotel in 1967 prayed with Women of the Wall, and in the following
month, two members of the Knesset joined them in prayer.'®* Women of the Wall speaker
Cheryl Temkin stated that the video of Hoffman’s arrest was also aired on the Israeli
investigative news program Mabat Sheni signifying that Women of the Wall had become
part of the Israeli dialogue.*® Rabbi Joshua Weinberg, President of ARZA, explained
that “because Anat Hoffman is brilliant, she was able to bring different kinds of Israelis
into the source. She brought the Knesset members. She brought the paratroopers who
were in the famous picture. She brought lots of different cross sections of Israeli life into
the question of the Kotel.”*®® This was a success as it demonstrated to the Israeli public
that Women of the Wall represented an issue larger than that of a group of women
striving to pray according to their customs. It signified that the Western Wall had turned

into something even its national liberators were ashamed of.
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The media that was generated from Hoffman’s arrest caused a lot of political
tension. Rabbi Jacobs stated that this event was “on the front page of not just North
American papers, but across the world.”*# Shocked, he questioned, “Is this what the
Jewish state wants to be known for?” The morning when Hoffman was released from jail,
she called Rabbi Jacobs and Rabbi David Saperstein, who was then serving as the U.S.
Ambassador-at-Large for International Religious Freedom. Jacobs and Saperstein agreed
that this incident “signaled something really had gone wrong with, frankly, the Zionist
dream.”*® The media attention of this arrest, especially in America, placed political
pressure on Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu to not ignore this issue. It prompted him
to ask Jewish Agency Chairman, Natan Sharansky, to find a solution to the Women of the

Wall controversy.

Joint Women of the Wall — Hadassah event on October 16, 2012 :
Hoffman discusses her tallit moments before her arrest. The author of this
thesis (standing between Hoffman and the policewoman) was a first-hand
witness to this event. Credit: Michal Fattal
https://www.flickr.com/photos/womenofthewall/8097373205/in/album-
72157631792345301/

184 Transcript of interview with Rick Jacobs, July 27, 2016, p. 1.
185 B
Ibid.
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Successful Media Outcomes
The use of media had its most significant influence on Israeli society by placing
Women of the Wall on the public agenda. In contrast to the discussion in the United
States where the issue is salient to elements of the liberal Jewish community, in Israel, it
is a social issue, and citizens from all backgrounds hold an opinion that is influenced by
the media. WOW Director Lesley Sachs offers examples of the many Israeli perceptions
that exist:
Nowadays many Israelis see us as heroes in many ways, as a group of
strong, brave women who are fighting against the ultra-Orthodox
monopoly. Then there’s another group that believes in religious pluralism,
and they are also supporters of ours. Of course, there are others. There are
those that don't understand why we’re doing what we’re doing, and there
are those that think we shouldn’t be doing it. No one is adish [2»78]. No
one is indifferent.”*#
Whether an Israeli agrees or disagrees with Women of the Wall’s mission, the prayer
group is now recognized. More importantly, being on the public agenda led to positive
developments for Women of the Wall:
[It] got us on the public agenda, whether in the Knesset, on Bibi's table,
into the room for negotiations for a third section of the Kotel, etc. It
changed the way in which people thought about us and talked about
us—maybe still not with your day-to-day Israeli in the shuk—but |

definitely think amongst leadership and decision makers, and that's

18 Transcript of interview with Lesley Sachs, September 5, 2016, p. 5.
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important.*®’

Women of the Wall used media as a means to enter the Israeli public agenda and
social discourse to the point where it could no longer be disregarded by Israel’s
political leaders.

The use of media had its most significant influence on American society by
allowing American Jewry to become invested in Israeli society in a new way. The live
streaming of Women of the Wall’s Rosh Chodesh services along with its live Twitter
posts allowed supporters to gain a real-time experience with the group from anywhere
around the world. In addition, Shira Pruce explained that in response to the Women of the
Wall controversy, this was “the first time that we see a widespread ability amongst
American Jews to criticize Israel in a way that they feel good about.”*®® American Jews
posted their feelings on social media, wrote blog posts and op-eds, and rabbis preached
about this issue from the pulpit. Through interactive Facebook campaigns, American
Jews were constantly being engaged. Women of the Wall wanted to show American Jews
that this issue would only succeed through a partnership. The prayer group portrayed
messages that told supporters, “We need your voice. We need you to lobby your
representatives, your embassies. We need you to speak out on our behalf while we’re
getting arrested because our voices are stronger together.”*®® Through the media,
American Jews found ways to become personally invested in Women of the Wall and the
prayer group was able to create a long-distance partnership that could influence Israeli

society. Yizhar Hess indicated that Hoffman’s arrests had a profound impact on

187 Transcript of interview with Shira Pruce, August 28, 2016, p. 10.
188 B
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American society: [They] “created the political pressure on the prime minister and on the
leadership of Israel,” and, “pushed the process that forced us all to start very serious

negotiations.”**°

Towards Mutual Support

Lastly, this chapter will explore one of Women of the Wall’s greatest
achievements from the strategic use of media: the established partnership between Israeli
and American Jewry. Anat Hoffman states, “I’m proud that we were able to break the
partition between us and diaspora Jews. We have sisters abroad that are part of us, that’s
a partition that’s hard to break.”**! For many Americans, the media has served as a means
of engagement with Israel. However, the social issues in Israel that are important to
Americans Jews are not always the same social issues important to Israelis. A discussion
of how this overseas relationship can best support each partner’s aims, moving toward
mutual support, will follow.

Women of the Wall has realized that for many American Jews, social media
serves as a means of engagement with Israeli society. In Trouble in the Tribe: The
American Jewish Conflict over Israel, political scientist, Dov Waxman, explains that for
many American Jews who struggle with Israel’s policies, instead of becoming estranged
from Israel, they take action. Many of these Jews move to ‘“critical engagement”” and

“these American Jews actually care very deeply about Israel, and wish only to save it

19 Transcript of interview with Yizhar Hess, August 25, 2016, p. 4.
9! Transcript of interview with Anat Hoffman, September 8, 2016, p. 8.
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from itself.”*%? Still, the question remains whether American Jews should learn only to
care about what is significant to Israeli Jews and to what extent should Israeli Jews care
about the preferences of American Jewry? Rabbi Elyse Frishman, the senior rabbi of a
Reform congregation in New Jersey, specifies that, “Israel is not just a state for the
citizens who live there. Israel is meant for the Jewish people.”**® Furthermore, the “role
as non-resident Jew is in fact very, very important” and may explain “why this issue is so
important in an exemplary way” for American Jews.*** Israel must learn that its decision
to be inclusive of liberal Jews indicates the level of worth it ascribes to American Jewry,
a population in which liberal Jews form the majority. Israel must learn that its decision
indicates whether the country sees itself as a homeland for Israelis or a homeland for the
Jewish people; a homeland for ultra-Orthodox Jews or a homeland for all Jews.

Prime Minister Netanyahu may be aware of the importance of this overseas
relationship, but how far is he willing to go in creating a society of Jewish pluralism?
Rabbi Rick Jacobs expresses that:

People always ask if Netanyahu is sympathetic to this cause [of Women of

the Wall]? I think on some level he might be, but I think the real thing that

drove him then and continues to drive him, is that he sees this as a

strategic challenge to the state of Israel. If this confrontation continues on

a monthly basis, or now it’s become even more regular than a monthly

confrontation, it’s easy to weaken the bonds between the US and Israel at

192 Elliot Abrams, “If American Jews and Israel Are Drifting Apart, What's the Reason?” Mosaic, April 4,
20186, https://mosaicmagazine.com/essay/2016/04/if-american-jews-and-israel-are-drifting-apart-whats-the-
reason/ (accessed April 3, 2017).
ij Transcript of interview with Elyse Frishman, October 18, 2016, p. 5.

Ibid.
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a time when those bonds are very, very important for other strategic
issues, whether it’s military assistance or for issues of global security.*®

Israel’s decisions in the arena of Jewish pluralism have a consequential effect on
American Jewry, but the issue of Women of the Wall may not be strong enough to bring
about change. Yizhar Hess argues that just because the specific issue of Women of the
Wall may not have captured Israeli Jews in the same way it has for American Jews,
“doesn’t mean it’s not important for Israeli society. At the end of the day, if we win this
battle, | think it will dramatically affect Israeli society.”*® There just may be other issues
in the realm of Jewish pluralism that help to bring about these civil rights. Still, mutual
support is necessary for any real change to occur in Israeli society. As for Women of the
Wall, board member Rachel Cohen Yeshurun says that there does exist “a symbiosis.
Women of the Wall needs American political pressure and monetary support. American
Jewry needs Women of the Wall as the foot soldiers on the ground. Women of the Wall is
a way for Americans to express both their frustration with and love for Israel.”**” Until
Israel understands the importance of this mutual support for the creation of a more
democratic Jewish state, American Jews must continue to love Israel, even with its flaws.

However, how long can liberal American Jews maintain their overseas support before

giving up on their homeland altogether?

Conclusion

This chapter has described the different perspectives that American and Israeli Jews

195 Transcript of interview with Rick Jacobs, July 27, 2016, p. 1.
19 Transcript of interview with Yizhar Hess, August 25, 2016, p. 5.
Y7 Transcript of interview with Rachel Cohen Yeshurun, July 23, 2016, p. 2.
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bring to their understanding of the Women of the Wall controversy. It has discussed how
the prayer group has strategically used media as a tool for social advocacy within Israeli
and American society and the outcomes it has produced. Media has helped Women of the
Wall enter into Israel’s social discourse and gain a place on the Israeli public agenda.
Furthermore, with the use of live streaming and online campaigns, media has served as a
means for American Jews to become active in their engagement with Israel and active
supporters of Women of the Wall. With the understanding that both American Jewry and
Israeli Jewry need one another, media can serve as the link for providing mutual support
and both societies can strengthen what is called the homeland for the entire Jewish

people.
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CHAPTER 3: THE STRUGGLE FOR DEMOCRACY

One point of contention that comes into play over the Women of the Wall
controversy has to do with whether or not it is an indigenous movement that pertains to
Israeli reality or whether it is largely an irrelevant issue being foisted upon Israelis by
American Jews. The argument that Women of the Wall is a foreign import has been used
to diminish the importance of WOW’s fight for women’s equality and Jewish religious
pluralism for the state of Israel. Considering Women of the Wall’s mission as a struggle
for feminism and religious pluralism in Israel, this chapter will explore whether these
social values are natural to Israeli society or are American imports. This chapter will also
consider whether these concepts are realistic goals for Israel, specifically in a country
where ultra-Orthodox Judaism is so embedded in the structure of the state. Finally, this
chapter will explore the main barrier to Women of the Wall achieving greater democracy

in Israel: no separation of religion and state.

The Argument of Authenticity

The argument that Women of the Wall is an American import is one that can be
referred to as an “argument of authenticity.”**® It is an argument that is used by those in
opposition to Women of the Wall in order to undermine its existence. The argument
attempts to reason that if Women of the Wall is a group comprised of Americans then it
does not belong in Israeli society. It also suggests that if the prayer group’s social values
of feminism and religious pluralism are not authentic to Israeli society then the group’s
objectives are not congruent with what Israelis want for their society. The term

“authentic” can be used either in the sense of being “of undisputed origin or authorship,”

19 phrase coined by author.



or of being...a “reliable, accurate representation.”*® Those who want to weaken \Women
of the Wall’s power will argue that the group’s values do not represent the desires of
Israeli society. Renee Ghert-Zand, reporter and feature writer for The Times of Israel,
states that, “Many Israelis dismiss Women of the Wall as foreign interlopers.”*®
Furthermore, the 2014 American Jewish Year Book states that, “WWOW is sometimes
misunderstood or disparaged by both secular and religious Israelis as a foreign
import.”?°* Ronit Peskin, the leader of Women For the Wall (W4W), an opposition group
to Women of the Wall, explains that her group has “been claiming that Women of the
Wall and their supporters are Americans that are trying to shove their liberal American
agenda vis-a-vis the Kotel on Israelis that aren’t interested.”?" Shmuel Rosner, senior
fellow at the Jewish People Institute and L.A. Jewish Journal columnist, agrees that, “The
whole battle for the Western Wall is an Americanized and American-imported battle for
religious moderation and tolerance.”?®® However, even if these social values are imports,
they can still benefit Israeli society. Rosner clarifies that, “Women wearing a tallit is not
something Israelis are used to. They don’t necessarily have negative feelings about it, but

it’s just strange and feels like it doesn’t belong here.”?** The underlying question is if

social values that have not originated in Israel can still be constructive to Israeli society.

199 v/arga Somogy and Charles Guignon, “Authenticity,” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy,
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/authenticity/, (accessed April 24, 2017).

200 Renee Ghert-Zand, “Where ‘rock star’ Anat Hoffman turns raging feminist,” The Times of Israel, April
20, 2013, http://www.timesofisrael.com/where-rock-star-anat-hoffman-turns-raging-feminist/ (accessed
April 24, 2017).

21 Arnold Dashefsky and Ira Sheskin, “Gender in American Jewish Life,” American Jewish Year Book
2014 (Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2015), 121.

202 Ronit Peskin, “What People Really Are Thinking About Women of the Wall on the Streets of
Jerusalem,” May 5, 2013, http://blogs.timesofisrael.com/what-people-really-are-thinking-about-women-of-
the-wall-on-the-streets-of-jerusalem/ (accessed April 24, 2017).
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Women of the Wall’s leadership views the character of the prayer group and the
social values it represents in two different ways. First, Women of the Wall understands
that Israel is a culture of imports and believes both feminism and religious pluralism have
been strengthened in Israel by American Jews. Second, the prayer group sees itself as
addressing religious desires and needs that have evolved with modernity. These two
viewpoints of Women of the Wall will be further explained by its leaders Anat Hoffman
and Lesley Sachs as well as by WOW board members and supporters. An analysis of
possible responses to this argument of authenticity can help to determine the importance
and validity of the question: must social justice concerns have local salience in order to

be valid?

WOW'’s Social Values: Religious Pluralism and Feminism
Two of Women of the Wall’s most important social values and objectives for the

Western Wall are religious pluralism and feminism.?* This chapter will analyze these
two concepts and discuss whether Women of the Wall’s objectives are American imports,
part of modernity, or inherent to Judaism.

In his book, Deep Religious Pluralism, David Ray Griffin distinguishes between
“religious diversity” and “religious pluralism” in the following way:

whereas ‘religious diversity’ refers to the simple sociological fact that

there are many religious traditions, often within a single country,

‘religious pluralism’ refers to beliefs and attitudes. Religious pluralists do

not believe that their own religion is the only legitimate one. They believe

205 \Women of the Wall, “Grassroots Rebellion,” March 30, 2015, http://us1.campaign-
archivel.com/?u=1998ef3f0f337064ca67a8d7e&id=7fe6fd936b&e=9f9edf6695 (accessed April 24, 2017).
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that other religions can provide positive values and truths, even
salvation—however defined—to their adherents.?®®

Although the term ‘religious pluralism’ may be used, this chapter will primarily speak
about Jewish religious pluralism, in particular—the conviction that there is more than one
legitimate way to be Jewish. Second, as defined by the Oxford Dictionary, “feminism” is
“the advocacy of women’s rights on the ground of the equality of the sexes.” As
described in its newsletters, Women of the Wall states that it seeks to “fight for women's

rights and Jewish pluralism at the Western Wall.”?*" Achieving these social goals at the

Western Wall is central to its mission.

Culture of Imports

Israel has always been an amalgam of diverse cultures, each adding its own social
values and customs to the fabric of Israeli life. In fact, some of the most influential
concepts, creations, and people did not originate with the State at all. There is no denying
that Women of the Wall was started by a group of women from America attending the
American Jewish Congress’s first International Conference on the Empowerment of
Jewish Women in Jerusalem. However, today, Women of the Wall is led by both native
Israelis and those who have made aliyah. As a non-profit organization, Women of the
Wall’s constituents live all over the world. To be a WOW supporter one needs only to
attend a WOW Rosh Chodesh service at the Western Wall, virtually attend through

WOW'’s live streaming, hold a Rosh Chodesh service abroad in solidarity, participate in a

2% David Ray Griffin, Deep Religious Pluralism (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2005),
Xiii.
27 \Women of the Wall, “Grassroots Rebellion.”
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WOW campaign, or make a donation. The prayer group has always seen its overseas
supporters as partners in achieving its goals: “Our supporters around the world make the
ongoing struggle for the Western Wall possible!”?®® In addition to relying on American
monetary support, Women of the Wall relies on American Jews to transmit their
democratic social values to Israel. In a recent press release, Women of the Wall wrote
that, “It is incumbent upon Israel’s true friends to safeguard the state’s democratic values
alongside its borders. We are partners in the values of equality, tolerance, pluralism that
are enshrined in the American Bill of Rights.”?*® Women of the Wall recognizes that
American Jews help to strengthen the social values of feminism and religious pluralism
in Israel and do not see this borrowing or importing of principles as a negative action.
One may be surprised to learn which initiatives have come from America versus
which ones are indigenous to Israel. Yizhar Hess, the Executive Director of the Masorti
movement in Israel, believes that these questions of “what's authentic or what's not
authentic, what’s Israeli or what’s not Israeli” are the wrong ones to be asking.”*° He
reminds us that the very notion that led to the Jewish nation that is now Israel, Zionism,
was not even established in Israel: “Zionism is a revolution that came from Europe with
Theodor Herzl; should we question if it is less authentic?”?** Hess offers that as far as
distinguished Jewish literary works, “many think that the discourse in the Talmud Bavli

(Babylonian Talmud®?) is more rich in some ways than the Talmud Yerushalmi

2%8 \Women of the Wall, “What Don’t We Talk About When We Talk About Israel’s Security?” March 27,
2017, http://usl.campaign-archive2.com/?u=1998ef3f0f337064ca67a8d7e&id=deleb0a027 &e=9f9edf6695
(accessed May 3, 2017).

29 Ipid.

219 Transcript of Skype interview with Yizhar Hess, August 25, 2016, p. 10.

2 1pid., p. 10.

212 The Talmud is a literary compendium of Jewish halakhic debates that serves as a resource for religious
practice.
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(Jerusalem Talmud).”?*2 This is to say that ideas which do not originate in Israel can be
just as significant as ideas that are native to Israel. Still, aside from ideas and inventions,
Israel’s citizens are what truly highlight its diversity:

There were 600,000 Jews in 1948. Decades later, we are 6 million and it's

due to the fact that many people immigrated to Israel and brought their

tradition. Moroccan Jews brought their tradition and Iragi Jews brought

their tradition. American Jews brought their tradition. It's not less

authentic. This is how it happens. This is how it happened in any country

of immigrants. We are a country of immigrants.?**
People immigrate and bring with them new ideas. Hess concludes that this is both a
natural and wonderful phenomenon.?

On the other hand, there are many native phenomena that have been detrimental to

Israel. As Anat Hoffman argues,

Some people say if it didn’t evolve naturally in Israel, that it may not be

natural for the environment. Well, let’s look at some of the things that

naturally evolved in Israel. How about Jewish racism that naturally

evolved here? God help us, [from] some of the terrible aberrations that

grew here.?'
Some of the best of Israeli society originated from abroad, while some of the worst began
right in the land of Israel itself.

As far as the social values of feminism and religious pluralism that are evident

213 Transcript of Skype interview with Yizhar Hess, August 25, 2016, p. 10.
214 B
Ibid.
215 Ipid.
218 Transcript of interview with Anat Hoffman, September 8, 2016, p. 4.
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through WOW’s multi-denominational prayer group, these values are indeed intrinsic to
liberal American Judaism. Betsy Kallus, a Women of the Wall board member originally
from Massachusetts who made aliyah to Israel in 1991, expresses that she is proud of the
liberal moral values that American Judaism has imparted to Israel: “American Judaism is
very strongly pluralistic Judaism, and very much influenced by feminism and by feminist
understandings of inclusion and equality. So, | don't have any problem with people
saying it's an import; I'm actually kind of proud of that.”?*” For Kallus, ethical values are
constructive values, no matter where they have originated. Women of the Wall’s fight for
feminism and religious pluralism should not be devalued for using American democratic

social values.

Culture of Modernity

In addition to Women of the Wall viewing itself as a prayer group that embraces
and borrows democratic social values, WOW also sees itself as addressing the religious
needs of modernity. WOW believes that feminism and religious pluralism are not solely
imports but also principles of equal rights. These social values are understood to be
societal developments characteristic of life’s natural progression. Additionally, pluralism
has been an essential tenet of Judaism long before the twenty-first century. With these
perspectives, feminism and religious pluralism are not values borrowed from other
cultures, but values that are central to larger sociological structures.

Women of the Wall has been striving for what is called the “local custom” at the

Western Wall to include Jewish pluralistic customs. WOW has recognized and

27 Transcript of interview with Betsy Kallus, August 1, 2016, p. 13.
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responded to a growing desire for women’s religious equality and religious pluralism in
Israel and has been hoping Israel’s government will follow its example of changing with
the times. During a 1994 Women of the Wall case, Israeli Supreme Court Justice Shlomo
Levin wrote, “As | see it, the phrase ‘local custom’ should not necessarily be interpreted
according to Jewish law or according to the status quo. The nature of a custom is that it
changes according to the changing times.”*® Women of Wall believes its social values
stem from the needs of its prayer group but are also reinforced by the democratic values
of American Jews.

Modern needs have greatly dictated the objectives of Women of the Wall. Rabbi
Jacqueline Koch Ellenson believes that feminism is a “manifestation of modernity. In the
modern age we see a broadening of the availability of options for women.”?* Shelley
Budgeon, in her book, Third-Wave Feminism and the Politics of Gender in Late
Modernity, explains that “feminist ideals of autonomy, choice, and self-determination
have become key, normative features of ‘modernized’ femininity, and women are
encouraged to internalize these values not as ‘feminists’ but as liberated individuals.”??
Looking back at modernity’s effects on the liberation of women, one can see that
feminism in Israel is not an import, but a result of contemporary society in Westernized
countries. Hence, the demand for equality by Women of the Wall can be viewed as a sign
of the time.

Similar to the effects modernity has had on gender norms, Judaism has

continually evolved with the times in the areas of liturgy, theology, and religious practice.

218 Appeal by the State of Israel 23834-04-13 State of Israel v. Ras et al.

219 Transcript of Skype interview with Jacqueline Koch Ellenson, July 27, 2016, p. 13.

220 ghelley Budgeon, Third-Wave Feminism and the Politics of Gender in Late Modernity (New York, NY:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 17.
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Lesley Sachs offers the example of the siddur, the Jewish prayerbook, as an area of
noticeable change:

A rabbi was talking the other day about the siddur on a Friday night, and

the fact that it was only in the 16" century in Sfat [Israel] that the siddur

became more of what it is today. Kabbalat Shabbat was completely

different before. So there are changes all the time, and there are always

those who oppose change. Change nowadays, of course, involves gender

equality, but change in the past involved other things.?*

Judaism has made changes based on evolving ideology and theological issues. Gender
equality is just another change based on evolving societal norms.

Nevertheless, with modernity’s effects on society, one may question why lIsrael is
slow to progress in the area of women’s religious rights. Rabbi Joshua Weinberg, the
President of ARZA, suggests an answer:

I think Israelis were feminists for years. Now that we’re all watching

Hillary Clinton, [Israel remembers] we had a woman Prime Minister

[Golda Meir] almost forty-three years ago. | think the notion of

egalitarianism was central to the Zionist Socialist ethos of one hundred

years ago. What’s foreign to them [Israel’s government] is that that could

be also applicable in the religious sphere as well.??

With no separation of religion and state, Israel’s idea of egalitarianism has become lost,
buried by patriarchal ultra-Orthodoxy. An article by Noa Levanon Klein entitled “Are

We There Yet?” published in the Israel Institute Magazine, analyzes gender in Israel and

22! Transcript of Skype interview with Lesley Sachs, September 5, 2016, p. 10.
222 Transcript of phone interview with Joshua Weinberg, September 2, 2016, p. 4.
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this unique sociological lag. Klein writes that, “From the images of gun-wielding women
soldiers to the legacy of one of the first female heads of government, Israel has created
the impression of being ahead of the world on gender equality. To this day, there is a gap
between the idealistic vision of gender equality and the realities facing women.”?%
Unfortunately, modernity has not been able to break the barrier of Israel’s theocracy. We
see that “advancements for women [are] accompanied by legal, religious, and cultural
crosscurrents reinforcing traditional gender roles,” as evidenced in the Women of the
Wall controversy.?**

Comparable to the actualization of feminism which has been thwarted by the union
of religion and state, religious pluralism has yet to be achieved in Israel. Rabbi Rick
Jacobs does not view religious pluralism as an American import exclusive to liberal Jews,
but understands it as a central tenet of Judaism:

It’s the fundamental of Judaism. It’s the Talmud. The Talmud is a
pluralistic document, intellectually, morally, and theologically. If you read
[David Hartman’s] book, A Heart of Many Rooms, he argues persuasively
that the fundamental mindset in Judaism is for pluralism—not necessarily
that there's uniform agreement, but that there’s multiple views on halakhic
issues, theological, liturgical...””®
In this example, Jacobs uses the Talmud to describe how one Jewish text is composed of

many different commentaries. This text, a compilation of rabbinic debates and teachings,

edited in literary layers, dates back to as early as the first century. Therefore, pluralism

228 Noa Levanon Klein, “Are We There Yet?” Israel Institute Magazine: Gender in Israel, 2016,
http://www.israelinstitute.org/sites/default/files/ll_Mag_Sp16_SP.pdf (accessed May 3, 2017).
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has been integral to Jewish culture for centuries. Today, however, the concept of
pluralism is being desired and realized in a new way. While there has already been the
acceptance of a diverse spectrum of literary opinions, the acceptance of a diverse
spectrum of religious practice has yet to be achieved. Rabbi Jacobs asserts, “I refuse to
believe that pluralism is some American creation. | think it is authentic Jewish tradition,
which has been, I think, in very ugly ways, uprooted and frankly undermined by a
political structure in Israel.”**® Women of the Wall’s endeavor for greater Jewish

religious pluralism is testing Israel’s structure of religion and state.

Choosing Democracy
Whether feminism and religious pluralism are American imports, effects of

modernity, or engrained in Judaism itself, what matters is that Women of the Wall has
chosen to reinforce democratic principles within Israeli society. Recently, Prime Minister
Netanyahu spoke at the American Israel Political Action Committee’s (AIPAC) annual
Policy Conference about the physical security of Israel’s borders. In a Women of the
Wall press release, Anat Hoffman responded that:

The problem with this predictable speech is that it neglects to mention the

dangers lurking within Israel, threatening its democracy and eating away

at the bedrock of values that has always been the basis of the US-Israel

relationship. It is incumbent upon Israel’s true friends to safeguard the

state’s democratic values alongside its borders.??’

Women of the Wall sees its partnership with American Jews as one that can not only help

226 B
Ibid.
22T \Women of the Wall, “What Don’t We Talk About When We Talk About Israel’s Security?”

92



generate a more democratic Western Wall but can also help to create a more democratic
Israeli society. “We are living in a time of change,” says Rabbi Alona Lisitsa, the first
woman rabbi to successfully join a local Israeli religious council (Lisitsa is a Reform
rabbi who sits on council in Mevasseret Zion). “At last the Israeli society has understood
that what Women of the Wall is doing is important for our democracy.”??® Similarly,
Rabbi Jackie Ellenson does not see Women of the Wall as a social cause exclusively for
women or Americans, but for a greater purpose. According to her, gender equality is not

an American import. [It’s] just a value—a core human value—that all

people are equal and have equal rights to equal access. Feminism, | can't

say that's an American import. That impacts everyone all over the world.

When | hear that line as a way to kind of discredit Women of the Wall,

‘Oh, all the women are really American and they’re just bringing in these

American ideas,”—they’re not American ideas, they’re actually human

values. Women’s rights are human rights.??
This is why Women of the Wall’s objective is important for more than just those who
attend each Rosh Chodesh service. Women of the Wall is striving to demonstrate to Israel
that its political structure is impinging upon the human rights of its citizens.

Cheryl Birkner Mack, formally with WOW and now with the Original-Women of

the Wall prayer group,?*° sees Israel’s relationship with American Jews as one that is

working to strengthen the democracy of Israeli society:

If one of the North American contributions can be women's fair rights,

228 Ghert-Zand, “Where ‘rock star’ Anat Hoffman Turns Raging Feminist.”
229 Transcript of Skype interview with Jacqueline Koch Ellenson, July 27, 2016, p. 13.
2% The Original Women of the Wall will be discussed more in Chapter 4.
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why not? | think it's a great contribution to democracy, and actually not

only democracy but to religion: to expand the world both in Israel and

outside of Israel from thinking that the Haredim are the only viable forms

of Judaism or that the Rabbanut is the only way of seeing Judaism. There

are lots of faces to Judaism, all respected and all honored.?*
Mack rationalizes that what is important is not where moral principles stem from, but
what influences they can have on a discriminatory Israeli society and on Jewish
pluralism.

Increasingly, Israelis are beginning to understand that the Women of the Wall
controversy represents more than just a group of women who prefer to pray according to
their customs. It symbolizes the procurement of equal rights beyond the Western Wall.
Elana Sztokman, Executive Director of the Jewish Orthodox Feminist Alliance, believes
that “Women of the Wall has spurred Israelis to understand the need to protect civil rights
and fight against the conflation of government power and radical religion in all aspects of
daily life.”?*? This may include personal status changes such as marriage and divorce or
even transportation on Shabbat—all areas of civil life that are affected by ultra-Orthodox
rule in Israel. Greater democracy in Israel is not just the desire of Women of the Wall or
American Jews. A recent study found that both Israel and America are in favor of
following democratic values over Jewish law when it comes to decision-making. In
March 2016, in a comprehensive study of religion in Israel, the Pew Research Center

found that 62 percent of Israeli Jews agreed that democratic principles should be given

28! Transcript of Skype interview with Cheryl Birkner Mack, September 2, 2016, p. 17.
232 Ghert-Zand, “Where ‘rock star’ Anat Hoffman Turns Raging Feminist.”
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preference over religious law if there is a contradiction between the two.?** On a similar
note, in September 2016, “a poll conducted by The Jerusalem Post and the American
Jewish Committee found that 74 percent of American Jews and 62 percent of Israeli Jews
believe the non-Orthodox rites should be recognized.”?** This demonstrates that a
democratic Israel is favored over one that solely features ultra-Orthodox religious law in
the fabric of Israeli life. With the knowledge that both countries support the value of
democracy over halakha, American and Israeli Jews can feel content working towards a
more pluralistic Israel.

Women of the Wall proponents maintain that the “argument for authenticity” is an
invalid claim used to delegitimize the organization’s endeavors. It is a way to undermine
the prayer group’s efforts of bringing civil rights into the forefront of Israeli society and
out from the shadow of ultra-Orthodox Jewish law. It is a way to challenge the

actualization of democracy in a society with no separation of religion and state.

The Tension between National and Religious Sentiments

As a noteworthy site for the state of Israel, both as historic place for
commemorating Israel’s liberation and as a place of prayer, the Western Wall holds a
tension of having both national and religious significance. In 1967, with the victory of the

Six Day War, Israeli paratroopers captured the Western Wall as a national site. However,

2% pew Research Center, “Israel’s Religiously Divided Society,” March 8, 2016,
http://www.pewforum.org/2016/03/08/israels-religiously-divided-
society/?utm_source=AdaptiveMailer&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=16-10-13%20lIsrael%20Mini-
Documentary&org=982&IvI=100&ite=407&lea=64620&ctr=0&par=1&trk= (accessed May 3, 2017).

2% Jewish Telegraphic Agency, “Poll: Most Israeli and American Jews Want Israel to Recognize Non-
Orthodox Marriages, Conversions,” September 14, 2016, http://www.jta.org/2016/09/14/news-
opinion/united-states/poll-most-israeli-and-american-jews-want-israel-to-recognize-non-orthodox-
marriages-conversions (accessed May 3, 2017).
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shortly afterwards the status of the Wall began to change. Yizhar Hess expresses that,
“It’s a mistake what Israel did after 1967 when the government gave the powers to the
Minister of Religion and not to the Minister of Education or the Minister of Tourism, but
it happened, and ever since then, we [liberal Jews] are paying the price.”?*® Today, the
Western Wall Heritage Foundation, an ultra-Orthodox authority, governs the Western
Wall. For this reason, the Kotel is conducted as an ultra-Orthodox religious site instead of
as a national site commemorating Israel’s victory of independence and thus, it does not
exemplify democratic values. Women of the Wall believes that, “The way we handle the
place that is most sacred to us is a microcosm of our values as a whole. It is high time we
talk about equality, tolerance and pluralism as crucial parts of the security of the State of
Israel.”?% Until theses democratic values are enforced at the Western Wall, a site which
once represented Israel’s freedom, it will continue to reflect the inequalities caused by a
country with no separation of religion and state.

This clash between national and religious sentiments can be a harsh experience for
Israelis. The perspective of Women of the Wall male supporter, Yuval Newman,
represents those Israelis who believe the Kotel should have remained a national site
instead of a religious one. He recalls that one of his most negative powerful experiences
at the Western Wall was hearing the “shaming whistles [of the ultra-Orthodox] while the
women sang the national anthem.”*” Women of the Wall sang something that is not
religious and as an anthem would tend to evoke mutual feelings of patriotism, but the

Ultra-Orthodox Jews still saw it as a problem and were against it. For Newman, this was

2% Transcript of Skype interview with Yizhar Hess, August 25, 2016, p. 5.
2% \Women of the Wall, “What Don’t We Talk About When We Talk About Israel’s Security?"
287 Written interview with Yuval Newman, August 20, 2016, p. 1.
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an emotional experience of the social gap that exists.?*® It underscored the divergence
between religious aspirations and national aspirations for the state of Israel. While
Newman does not “see any sense in praying to a wall,”?*® he perceives the Kotel as a
“place that is so central for the Jewish people, that it be a place for everyone.”?*° He
describes the site from the point of view as a Hiloni (secular Jew) using the Hebrew term
‘kir’ that means “any wall” instead of ‘HaKotel,” the Hebrew phrase used for the
‘Western Wall.” He also specifies that the site is “central” to the Jewish people, instead of
using the religious term “sacred.” Therefore, in Newman’s eyes, he perceives the
Western Wall as a national site for all the Jews in the world, which is why he supports the
equal rights for all who visit it.?**

Newman’s perspective highlights the stark reality of the way the Haredi
establishment envisions Israeli society versus the way secular Jews envision it. His
account of the ultra-Orthodox Jews cancelling out the sound of “Hatikvah,” Israel’s
national anthem, demonstrates the depreciation of national sentiments that can come from

no separation of religion and state. This is an issue that can have powerful ramifications

for the future of Israel’s democracy.

Religious Pluralism: A Realistic Goal?
Women of the Wall is a test of religious pluralism in Israel. It is a test of the value
of klal Yisrael—the Jewish collective—in a country where only one way of being Jewish

has been fashioned into the political structure and given privileges over others. Is Jewish

238 Ipid.
239 «\\all” is spelled “2°»” in original Hebrew transcript.
20 \Written interview with Yuval Newman, August 20, 2016, p. 1.
241 B
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pluralism a realistic goal for Israel’s theocracy? A look at the perspectives of some of the
key players and supporters in the Women of the Wall controversy may provide some
answers.

Director of Women of the Wall, Lesley Sachs, believes that “a measure of religious
pluralism” can be obtained in Israeli society.?*? Sachs perceives the Israeli public opinion
on current events as a reflection of Israeli society’s readiness for greater religious
pluralism. Such social issues that Israelis have been disturbed about include the fact that
the ultra-Orthodox rabbinate oversees personal status changes and the dispute over
whether public transportation should be allowed on Shabbat. In regards to Jewish
pluralism, Sachs says, “I think that we can get further; we can aspire for more. The fact
that more and more Israelis do not get married through the Rabbinate is an indication. |
think Israelis want it [pluralism]. The issue at the moment of the train and public
transportation is a complete breaking of the Status Quo.”%** The Status Quo Agreement in
Israel attempts to maintain an ethical balance between religion and state in a primarily
secular society so the forcing of ultra-Orthodox guidelines on everyone would violate this
agreement.

What Women of the Wall and its supporters understand is that the controversy at
the Kotel is a symptom of a larger issue—no separation of religion and state—which has
created a society that does not foster Jewish pluralism. Women of the Wall board
member Betsy Kallus describes how she is:

...very despairing about the possibility for pluralism in Israel having a

strong foothold, because as long as the Haredim have political power and

242 Transcript of Skype interview with Lesley Sachs, September 5, 2016, p. 9.
243 B
Ibid.
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access to huge governmental budgets, they're just going to protect

themselves... They see the Reform and Conservative as stepping onto their

terrain,...so they will do everything they can to incite against Reform and

Conservative and create a public discourse against Jewish pluralism.?**
To the ultra-Orthodox, the liberal denominations are a threat to their identity and political
status that if lost would cost them tons of money. Rabbi Rachel Sabath Beit-Halachmi,
Ph.D., the National Director of Recruitment and Admissions at HUC-JIR states:

I think it would be tragic if the Kotel continues to be this place of such

conflict, and screaming, and yelling, and violence...I think it’s tragic, but |

think it’s a symptom. | don’t think it’s the problem itself. I think it’s a

symptom of how much we’re not unified. We’re not part of the same

Jewish story in fact. I think liberal Jewry will have to be bold. We’ll have

to work on the educational, relational side and on the political side.?*®
The question of religious pluralism is magnified at the Western Wall because a threat to
each denomination’s social identity is apparent at the site. Nevertheless, the Women of
the Wall controversy is a symptom of the Jewish denominational discord that is
reinforced by the unequal political structure.

Religious pluralism in Israel would require the acceptance of a society in which
each Jewish denomination could adhere to its own beliefs while having regard for others.
The Western Wall’s interdenominational conflict is similar to that of the intercultural
conflict described in John Ungerleider’s chapter, “Conflict,” in Theory and Practice of

Multicultural Teams. The chapter sheds light on the Western Wall confrontations stating

24 Transcript of Skype interview with Betsy Kallus, August 1, 2016, p. 13.
2 Transcript of Skype interview with Rachel Sabath Beit-Halachmi, August 1, 2016, p. 10.
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that, “culture can be viewed as a unique combination of values, behavioral norms, and
symbols, or alternately, perceptions, practices, and products. Myriad factors make
members of two distinct cultures either compatible or likely to clash” as with the varying,
denominational views on women’s religious practice in Judaism.**® Specifically,
Ungerleider would consider this type of conflict an “identity issue” with each
denomination feeling threatened. He teaches that “Social identity differences need not
disappear in order to eliminate conflict; rather, successful conflict management strategies
work with those identities and capitalize on recognition of real diversity.”**’ However,
Ungerleider’s solution is easier to suggest than implement. Rabbi Joshua Weinberg, who
was ordained from HUC-JIR in Jerusalem, feels that:

The Haredim are not going to get that we’re not trying to threaten them.

What does pluralism actually mean? It means that we’re not trying to

replace them with us. We’re trying to live alongside them. They see us as

a threat to their existence, where we don’t see them as a threat to our

existence. We see them as another stone in the mosaic. Another piece of

the puzzle of what Israeli society is all about. I’m happy that there are

Haredim in the world.?*®
Unfortunately, a culture of pluralism and understanding is unlikely to form on its own.
Until the Knesset formally initiates a separation of religion and state there will be an

unequal power of authority between Israel’s Jewish denominations. Rabbi Weinberg

believes that religious pluralism is possible “but it has to be mandated from the

248 John Ungerleider, “Chapter 8: Conflict,” in Effective Multicultural Teams: Theory and Practice, ed.
Claire B. Halverson and S. Ageel Tirmizi (Springer Science & Business Media, 2008), 9.
247
Ibid., 14.
248 Transcript of phone interview with Joshua Weinberg, September 2, 2016, p. 6.
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government. The government has to stop capitulating to the Haredim.”?*° Until a model

of pluralism is embedded within Israel’s governing structure, complete Jewish pluralism

cannot become a reality.

A culture of religious pluralism has not yet been implemented at the Kotel. Rabbi

Rabinowitz, who oversees the Western Wall, offers his perspective for how one should

behave at the Kotel, comparing it to the behavior that a child should have in the home of

his or her grandparent:

Never in my life have | asked any male or female Jew what denomination
they are affiliated with. Since | became an adult, I’m doing my best to see
every Jew in the way that God looks at us: “You are children of the Lord,
your God’ (Deut. 14:1). Everybody beloved. Everybody wanted. The most
precious place for the Jewish people in our time, specifically the one place
that Jews from all denominations are united for the most fundamental,
deep, common value which is being part of the tradition of Israel [is the
Kotel.] This is similar to a happy family reunion of grandkids and great,
grandkids in the house of grandpa and grandma. Is there a right for one
grandkid to enforce his opinion on another? Of course not! But, in the
grandparents’ house, the descendants will give up the characteristics that
made them distant from the previous generations and adopt the traditions

that tie everybody into one family. The whole world is open for them to

29 1pid.
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express their unique behaviors. When you go to grandpa and grandma’s

you should give up these things.?*°
Rabbi Rabinowitz’s analogy compares the Kotel to a home of one’s grandparents. His
perspective understands that there is more than one way to be Jewish, but it does not
allow for this pluralistic practice at the Western Wall. Instead, those who practice
customs that align with the progressive streams of Judaism should yield to traditional
ultra-Orthodox practice when at the Western Wall. Where the analogy does not fully
equate is who the metaphorical grandparents represent at the Kotel. Is this analogy about
showing respect in a site of Jewish ancestry, showing respect to God (in a house of God),
or showing respect to those who practice ultra-Orthodox Judaism? His analogy suggests
that he views the Kotel as the home of the ultra-Orthodox, as an ultra-Orthodox site,
comparable to how he oversees it. Therefore, he may have meant that those who practice
newer customs must be respectful to those who practice older customs by refraining from
performing them. This once Israeli national site has been transformed into a Haredi
synagogue that requests all Jews to conform to one way of practice when present. This is
a structure that is far from embracing diversity.

To expand on this, the Western Wall Heritage Foundation not only rejects Jewish

pluralism at the site but exercises religious coercion. ** Lesley Sachs explains that:

For a group of men to decide what’s modest, what’s not modest—*you

should put something on your shoulders,” “you should cover your elbows,’

‘you should cover your ears,”—this is unacceptable to me, especially since

20 \Written interview with Shmuel Rabinowitz, September 18, 2016, p. 2. Translated from Hebrew by Ofer
Beit-Halachmi.
! Transcript of Skype interview with Lesley Sachs, September 5, 2016, p. 4.
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this is not a synagogue. This belongs to me, to everybody. Praying in this

wonderful group of sisters together with this joint cause to a joint God,

and having our rights infringed on in such a way is something very

meaningful %
Modesty, known in Hebrew as tzniut, is also a concept that refers to the modest dress of
women in ultra-Orthodox Judaism.?* At the entrance to the Western Wall, personnel who
some pejoratively refer to as the “fashion police,”®* inspect to see if women are dressed
respectfully. They look to see that a woman’s knees, chest, and elbows are covered, as is
appropriate dress for entering an Orthodox synagogue. In the past, these enforcers have
handed out fabric to use as a skirt or shawl to Kotel visitors dressed inappropriately. This
religious coercion indicates that the Western Wall is controlled as if it were an ultra-
Orthodox synagogue; this does not allow for a culture of Jewish pluralism.

A more imperative question is what will it take to make Jewish pluralism a reality
in Israeli society? Anat Hoffman’s answer is getting rid of the Chief Rabbinate
altogether:

We need to take away their monopoly, their absolute power, their funding,
the government power that they have behind them to decide life choices

for the rest of us and to define what Judaism is. Let them compete with all

the rest of us in the plane of religious services, and may the best rabbi win.

%2 Ipid.

3 For more information on this concept, see Blu Greenberg, On Women and Judaism: A View from
Tradition (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society of America, 1998).

2% For an example of the “fashion police,” see Mordechai I. Twersky, “Women Jailed for Praying Aloud at
Western Wall Barred From Holy Site for 30 Days,” Haaretz, October 19, 2012,
http://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/woman-jailed-for-praying-aloud-at-western-wall-barred-from-holy-
site-for-30-days.premium-1.470884 (accessed May 3, 2017).
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In every community, may the best rabbi win.?*®

Hoffman’s answer calls upon the government to recognize each Jewish stream as equal,
and then redistribute power and funding equally. It is a criticism on the current
arrangement of religion and state. She calls upon the restoration of power to the people in
order to choose for themselves what role religion shall play in their lives and what stream
of Jewish practice is preferable. Rabbi Sabath Beit-Halachmi believes that “government
funding for non-orthodox rabbis and institutions” is gradually happening, which is a
positive direction towards creating a more pluralistic society.?*® She also thinks that what
will be effective for Israeli society is a “combination of awareness, a values clarification
for secular Israelis with politicians to support them” as well as “the pressure from the
diaspora.”®’ Similar to the poll conducted by The Jerusalem Post and the American
Jewish Committee that discovered Israeli Jews value democracy over halakha, Israeli
Jews need to clarify for themselves which values are most important to them and ensure
that they are upheld by their government.*®

Women of the Wall is an example of the pluralism that is possible in Israeli society.
This is demonstrated by the organization’s ability to function as a multi-denominational
prayer group as well as its ability to collaborate with other denominations for the
construction of a third pluralistic section at the Western Wall.?*® Cheryl Birkner Mack

said that she was “very drawn to the open-mindedness, the multi-denominational aspect

of Nashot HaKaotel,” explaining that she has

2% Transcript of Skype interview with Anat Hoffman, September 8, 2016, p. 3.
%8 Transcript of interview with Rachel Sabath Beit-Halachmi, August 1, 2016, p. 9.
257 B
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104



...been involved in the Jewish world for certainly much of [her]

professional life, and it's not very common for interdenominational Jewish

practices to happen, particularly when it's around tefillah [(prayer)]. We

can get together on social action, and we can get together on maybe a few

other things, but to get together on tefillah is quite a challenge. | was

always very impressed by that, and was pleased to be part of a group that

honored each other.?®
The prayer group even successfully wrote a siddur (Jewish prayerbook) together that
respects the beliefs of each denomination. Not one denomination must yield to another;
all are valued. Hoffman says that Women of the Wall is “the only living proof that all
streams of Judaism can work together, pray together, sing together, dance together,
celebrate together and go to different synagogues for Rosh Hashanah. You know we're all
going to separate synagogues, not two of us go to the same one. Now, that’s wonderful,
and we’re sisters.”?** The women that form the prayer group come from diverse streams
of Judaism but are able to come together for the sake of praying to God and being part of
a Jewish community. They recognize that they hold common values, and that their
differences do not have to interfere with their collective ambitions. Women of the Wall
has also successfully formed a coalition with organizations representing Reform,
Conservative and Orthodox denominations for the development of a pluralistic prayer
space at the Kotel.”®* Betsy Kallus of WOW believes that the only way to overcome the

intolerance in Israeli society “is by us finding ways to work together. I think that the

280 Interview with Skype Interview with Cheryl Birkner Mack, 2 September 2016: 3.
28! Transcript of Skype interview with Anat Hoffman, September 8, 2016, p. 7.
%62 |hid. This will be further discussed in Chapter 4.
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coalition that Women of the Wall has developed is one small piece of overcoming the
difference.”?*® Rabbi Jacobs believes that an equalization of political power is central to
creating the foundation for effective dialogue. He has described how the coalition for the
formation of the third section at the Western Wall is a model of genuine religious
pluralism:
If you give political power to the ultra-Orthodox, we won't have a level
playing field. When you take away political power [as we have] here in
New York, even the very right wing of the Haredi, they’ll sit with us.
They may not agree with us about anything, but I think we have a model
of pluralism that’s quite inspiring. The big difference [in Israel] is once
you remove that one group that can actually legislate against the others, or
prevent the others from exercising their religious rights, of course, there’s
not going to be a very respectful relationship—that, by the way, surprised
the prime minister. We brought our group from the Jewish Federation—it
was Chabad, Rabbinical Council of America, the Orthodox Rabbinical
Association, Orthodox Union, Central Conference of American Rabbis,
United Synagogue, and the Rabbinical Assembly. We went into the prime
minister’s office and he's looking, ‘How are all of you sitting here and
nobody’s fighting?” Again, we disagree, but with deep respect, and it was
just astonishing for Israelis to see that diverse of a group that genuinely
knows how to work together.?*

This coalition, built as a result of the Women of the Wall controversy, serves as a

263 Transcript of Skype interview with Betsy Kallus, August 1, 2016, p. 13.
264 Transcript of Skype interview with Rick Jacobs, July 27, 2016, pp. 10-11.
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paradigm for religious pluralism in Israeli society.

With the analysis of Israel’s current political structure, which impinges upon the
rights of its citizens, Jewish pluralism will only become a reality with an arrangement of
religion and state that gives each denomination an equal status. The survival of Israel as a
homeland for all Jews and as a “Jewish and democratic” state depends upon its ability to
adopt a pluralistic political structure. Rabbi Jacobs states, “It’s the Jewish state. | don’t
want it to not be the Jewish state, but I don’t want only Orthodox institutions
privileged.”?® As a homeland for all Jews, Israel needs to show its support for diaspora
Jewry, and this means accepting all Jewish denominations. Women of the Wall Public
Relations Director, Shira Pruce, believes that Israel “cannot survive without welcoming
our Jewish brothers and sisters all over the world to be here as fully identified as
themselves.”?*® She explains that Israel’s relationship with diaspora Jewry must be based
on real mutual support for one another. This support cannot just be about Israel accepting
checks but about Israel accepting diaspora Jewry itself, making it feel welcome in Israeli
society.?®” As for the protection of Israel’s democratic character, this will only happen if
Israel accepts that there is no one Jewish denomination and no one religion suitable for
all people. Anat Hoffman argues that religious pluralism is:

...a realistic goal because it is a necessary ingredient for [Israel’s]
survival. We will not be able to live together unless we accept pluralism
and celebrate pluralism, not just tolerate it, but celebrate it. Now, the word

for tolerance in Hebrew is savlanut and the word sevel, ‘suffering,’ is right

26 |hid., p.10.
288 Transcript of Skype interview with Shira Pruce, August 28, 2016, p. 14.
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there in the middle of savlanut. | tolerate, | “suffer’ your otherness. That
shouldn’t be so. It shouldn’t be a suffering for one Jew to see others in
their worship, be it Christian, Muslim or Jewish, other Jewish streams. It
shouldn’t be suffering; it should enrich our lives. Unless we understand
that, we will not fit in this nasty neighborhood, and we will not fit in the
modern world. That's what fitting means: it means that we are able to
celebrate others, not fight them tooth and nail. We don’t have the ultimate
truth, we hold part of it; they do too.?®
Religious pluralism is about accepting that more than one religion or denomination can
be divinely inspired, legitimate and can hold value and saving truths.?®® Without
respecting differences and treating each Jewish denomination as equal, Israeli society will

not be able to endure as a democratic state.

Conclusion

This chapter has explored Women of the Wall’s social values of religious pluralism
and feminism. It questioned whether Women of the Wall and its principles are imports,
part of modernity, or fundamental to Judaism. Through this analysis, the “argument for
authenticity” does not hold any weight in the eyes of Women of the Wall since the prayer
group’s main goal is for civil rights and ultimately the strengthening of Israel’s
democracy. To WOW, the source of social values does not make the values more or less
important. Instead, what matters is the endeavor for greater equality. In the end, the

possibility of religious pluralism in a theocracy was evaluated. It was concluded that in

268 Transcript of Skype interview with Anat Hoffman, September 8, 2016, p. 2.
289 Griffin, Deep Religious Pluralism, 3.
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order for religious pluralism to come to fruition, Israel’s current political structure, which
does not have separation of religion and state, will need to be remodeled into one that
places all Jewish denominations on an equal plane. Until this change is made, Israel’s

portrayal as a home for all Jews and as a democratic state will be a mere vision.
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CHAPTER 4: TO COMPROMISE OR NOT TO COMPROMISE?

The purpose of this chapter is to analyze the various compromises that have been
proposed to date regarding women’s prayer at the Western Wall. The chapter will present
the current plan for an egalitarian third section at the Western Wall and offer various
viewpoints of this compromise. It will explain the rise of the prayer group that calls itself
the Original-Women of the Wall (O-WOW) and present its perspective on the most
recent compromise. Lastly, this chapter will offer an evaluation of what the agreement for
a third section could represent for liberal Judaism in Israel: official political acceptance

and recognition of non-Orthodox streams of Judaism.

Robinson’s Arch

Robinson’s Arch, an extension of the Western Wall,%” located at the southern end
of the Kaotel, is a site that has been proposed by the Supreme Court as an alternate prayer
space for Women of the Wall. On April 6, 2003, the High Court ruled that WOW could
no longer hold prayer services at the Western Wall. Instead, the group would be
permitted to hold them at nearby Robinson’s Arch. "* The decision provided that should
the government fail to convert the Arch into a proper prayer area within one year, WOW
would then be permitted to pray in its manner in the women’s section at the Western
Wall. 2% In August 2004, after additional time was granted by the Court to the

government, an alternative prayer site was inaugurated at the Robinson’s Arch

2% Robinson’s Arch is located at the southern end of the Western Wall, not to be confused with the
southern wall. The site was named after the biblical scholar Edward Robinson who discovered the arch in
1838.

2™ State Dept. (US) and Senate (US) Committee on Foreign Relations, “Annual Report on International
Religious Freedom, 2004” (Washington DC: Senate, Committee on Foreign Relations and House,
Committee on International Relations, 2005), 552.

272 Jewish Women’s Archives, “Women of the Wall,” https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/women-of-wall
(accessed January 2, 2017).



excavations.?’® However, this space was not designed in collaboration with Women of the
Wall.

To Women of the Wall, Robinson’s Arch was often referred to as “the back of the
bus,” a reference to the Civil Rights Movement when African-Americans were forced to
sit in the back of public buses. In an interview with Anat Hoffman by Phyllis Chesler,
published in the 2003 book Women of the Wall: Claiming Sacred Ground at Judaism’s
Holy Site, Hoffman said, “We see accepting [Robinson’s Arch] as accepting second-class
citizenship. Look, | don’t need the government’s permission to let me pray next to any
other wall in Jerusalem. There is just this one Wall...”?™* For Women of the Wall, this
proposal was not seen as a suitable compromise. The prayer space at Robinson’s Arch
consists of a platform over the archeological excavations, which only comes in contact
with a small section of the Western Wall. The site can only fit approximately fifty
worshippers. Even more unacceptable is that the location is unnoticeable from the main
entrance of the Western Wall, making it inconspicuous as an option as a genuine place
for prayer.

This initial proposal of Robinson’s Arch, a departure from the northern section of
the Kotel, can be viewed as an intentional move to keep non-Orthodox prayer out of sight
and out of mind. An important element to note is the great distance of Robinson’s Arch
from the northern section of the Western Wall. As Professor of Law Frances Raday
points out: “at a place situated out of the sight and earshot of the general public, the state

permits women to don tallitot and read from a Torah scroll.”?"> However, while Women

23 |pid.
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of the Wall was barred from using tallitot and holding a Torah service in the women’s
section of the Western Wall, no regulations prevent[ed] the prayer group or other women
from going there to sing and pray the Hallel service.?’® As a result, following renovations
of Robinson’s Arch, each month Women of the Wall prayed Hallel in the women’s
section of the Western Wall and then walked over to Robinson’s Arch for the Torah
service. Nevertheless, the group maintained its goal of women’s prayer according to their

custom in the women’s section of the Western Wall.

Kedushah: The Question of Holiness

Another reason Robinon’s Arch has been seen as an unacceptable place for prayer
revolves around the notion of kedushah, the Hebrew word for “holiness.” Kedushah is a
principle that has been discussed as part of the compromise for a new prayer space at
Robinson’s Arch, located at the southern end of the Western Wall. Many have argued
that the level of kedushah is not as elevated in this place as in the northern section of the
Western Wall. This theological discussion questions what causes something to be “holy?”

Rabbi Louis Jacobs,?’’

the founder of the Masorti (Conservative) Movement in
London, has offered a definition for “holiness” that may help to answer this question. He
defines kedushah as: “That which is elevated above any material concept and

distinguished from any secular concept or is separated for the name of the Lord. Holiness,

276 [
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2" ouis Jacobs was a Jewish philosopher from the United Kingdom who died at the age of eighty-six in
2006. He is well known for his endeavor to find a balance between traditional Judaism and modernity.
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in other words, is a religious concept.”?"® Jacobs explains that holiness has to do with
being in touch with what is spiritual. “This involves a certain readiness to give up too
much attachment to worldly things, a degree of separation from material pleasure, though
not its denial.”?’® He infers that holiness is something ascribed by human beings and
attributed to sacred intention and interaction with what is considered spiritual or holy.

One answer to the question of kedushah is that the holiness of a place is defined by
human interaction with what is sacred at that location. Professor Shulamit Magnus, a core
activist of O-WOW, understands kedushah in a similar manner. Thus, it frustrates her
when people attempt to convince her that Robinson’s Arch is an acceptable compromise:

I know very well that Robinson’s Arch is part of the continuation of the

same wall, I know that, anybody with a modicum of education knows that.

That argument [that Robinson’s Arch is still the Western Wall] is used, and

it’s disingenuous. The Kotel is what we all call the “‘Kotel.” When visiting

dignitaries come to Israel, when the Pope comes to Israel, they don’t take

them to Robinson’s Arch. They take them to the Kotel; we all know what

the Kotel is. If in time, people go to Robinson's and they sanctify it with

their tefillot (prayers) and their hopes and their yearning, then indeed in

time, | don’t know how much time, but in time, it could attain sanctity.?*°

She argues that what causes something to be sanctified is Jewish behavior and Jewish

memory which is gained over time.

28 |_ouis Jacobs, “Holiness According to Jewish Tradition,” Service International de Documentation
Judeo-Chretienne, 30, no. 7 (1997), http://louisjacobs.org/articles/holiness-according-to-jewish-tradition/
(accessed May 3, 2017).
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WOW Director Lesley Sachs believes that the formation of Jewish memory can

take place at any time; it is never too late for the attribution and creation of holiness in a
new place. She recalls that the Women of the Wall board held many discussions around
the topic:

We believe that kedusha is something that people give a place. It could be

a tree in India, and it could be a building, and it could be the Kotel. It’s the

same way if the new plaza is built in the way that we envision,...it will

have that feeling of kedusha and the more people that pray in it, [the more]

the feeling will be a feeling of holiness just like in the Northern Plaza.?®*
Sachs admitted that the site will not look the same, but it will be a beautiful place that
includes sifrei Torah (Torah scrolls)—the holy book of the Jewish people which is
currently not allowed in the women’s section at the Western Wall.?®? The new plaza
would be an inclusive environment that would be sanctified by egalitarian and pluralistic

worshippers.

Proposal for a Third Section at the Western Wall
Part I: Sharansky Plan
In April 2013, Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu asked Jewish Agency
Chairman Natan Sharansky to further examine the inequality of women’s prayer at the
Western Wall and propose some solutions. Sharansky came to New York to meet with
Orthodox, Conservative and Reform rabbis and leaders at the offices of Gerrald (Jerry) B.

Silverman, President and Chief Executive Officer of the Jewish Federations of North

28! Transcript of Skype interview with Lesley Sachs, September 5, 2016, p. 8.
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America.”® Sharansky presented a plan for an egalitarian, third prayer section. In the
Jerusalem Post article, “Women of the Wall React to Sharansky Proposal,” reporter
Jeremy Sharon wrote that, “The chairman’s plan, devised in cooperation with MK Aliza
Lavie (Yesh Atid) and Deputy Religious Services Minister Eli Ben-Dahan, among others,
involves the expansion of the current Western Wall Plaza to comprise an area from the
northern end of the Western Wall site down to the southern end of the wall by Robinson’s
Arch.”?® Sharon specified that:

The plan calls for the current prayer area at Robinson’s Arch, which was

designated for non-Orthodox prayer in 2003 by the Supreme Court, to be

elevated to the same level as the current plaza area, and for the area

running along the Western Wall to be divided into three equal parts —

male, female, and egalitarian — with one entrance to the entire complex set

to be created.?®
Rabbi Rick Jacobs, who was in attendance at the New York meeting with Chairman
Sharansky explained that a blueprint of the physical design “had the same stone floor; the
same huge expanse of exposed second temple stones. When everybody saw that we said,
‘Perfect. That's exactly what we want. We want complete equality.”” However, this
design was soon withdrawn because it was impractical. Extending the floor from the
women’s section all the way to Robinson’s Arch posed many problems, specifically with

the barrier of the Mughrabi Bridge, which leads up to the Temple Mount.

28 Transcript of Skype interview with Rick Jacobs, July 27, 2016, p. 1.

284 Jeremy Sharon, “Women of Wall React to Sharansky Proposal,” Jerusalem Post, April 13, 2013,
http://www.jpost.com/National-News/Women-of-Wall-react-to-Sharansky-proposal-309415 (accessed
April 25, 2017).
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Part 11: Mandelblit Plan

On May 22, 2013, following opposition of the Sharansky Plan, Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu formed an advisory team on the issue of prayer arrangements at the
Western Wall. The team’s mandate was to evaluate the current prayer arrangements,
determine the necessary changes, and create a plan of action.?®® It was at this time that
Mr. Avichai Mandelblit, Cabinet Secretary, was assigned to head the advisory team.
Cheryl Birkner Mack explained that at the start, Women of the Wall “held consistently
that Robinson's Arch was not an appropriate place for tefillah.”?®’ The prayer group
maintained that it “wanted to be at the Kotel like every other Jew.”?*® However, in
October 2013, after being invited once more to enter into negotiations with the
government for the formation of a proper prayer space, the WOW board of directors
voted nine-to-two in favor of this step. This decision followed only after much debate
among the WOW board members and was not an easy one to make.?*

Women of the Wall entered into negotiations to find a suitable compromise for an
egalitarian third prayer space at the Western Wall. The coalition of Jewish organizations
included Women of the Wall, represented by Anat Hoffman and Betsy (Batya) Kallus,
the Jewish Federations of North America, the Union for Reform Judaism (Rabbi Rick

Jacobs), the United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism (Rabbi Steven Wernick), The

Rabbinical Assembly (Rabbi Julie Schonfeld), the Israeli Movement for Progressive

%The Advisory Team for the Issue of Prayer Arrangements at the Western Wall, “Recommendations,”
20186, https://www.scribd.com/document/299941574/Western-Wall-prayer-arrangements-recommendations
(accessed May 15, 2017).
zz; Transcript of Skype interview with Cheryl Birkner Mack, September 2, 2016, p. 13.
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Judaism (Rabbi Gilad Kariv), and the Masorti Foundation for Conservative Judaism in
Israel (Yizhar Hess).?*® The coalition set objectives®®* for the physical structure of the
third section, the site’s administrative structure, and the reclamation of the Kotel’s
communal plaza behind the men and women’s sections, known as the Rachava

HaElyonia (Upper Plaza).

A) Design

The plan for the third section would ensure a pluralistic egalitarian prayer space
with the proposed name “Ezrat Yisrael” (plaza for all Israel). This section would include
Torah scrolls and prayerbooks for all to use. For the purpose of inclusivity, it would also
include a portable mechitza (divider) for those who wished to pray in a women’s only
prayer group. In an article entitled, “Western Wall prayer fight ends with Historic
Compromise,” Ben Sales of the Jewish Telegraphic Agency reported that after nearly
three years, the compromise called for “the creation of an ‘official and respected,” 9,700-
square foot prayer space in the non-Orthodox section of the Western Wall, running along
a 31-foot segment of the wall, that Sharansky said will fit approximately 1,200
people.”?*? In addition, Sharansky estimated a construction timeframe of up to two
years.?® One significant objective was to have one single entrance for the entire Western
Wall, presenting clear choices to all three prayer sections. This change would support the

visibility and equality of prayer sections, allowing visitors to clearly choose for

2% Transcript of Skype Interview with Rick Jacobs, July 27, 2016, p. 2.
21 The Advisory Team for the Issue of Prayer Arrangements at the Western Wall, “Recommendations.”
292 Ben Sales, “Western Wall Prayer Fight Ends with Historic Compromise,” Jewish Telegraphic Agency,
January 31, 20186, http://www.jta.org/2016/01/31/news-opinion/israel-middle-east/western-wall-prayer-
gght-ends-with-historic-compromise (accessed April 25, 2017).
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themselves areas for traditional or egalitarian prayer.

B) Supervision

Another objective was for Women of the Wall, along with the Reform and
Conservative movements, to be among those holding administrative positions to oversee
the site. This would allow WOW and the liberal denominations according to Rabbi

Jacobs, to “decide the policies and administer an Israeli governmental budget.”

C) Reclamation of National Plaza
Women of the Wall also negotiated for the Upper Plaza at the Western Wall to be

reclaimed as a national site instead of being governed by Haredi regulations and halakha.
Rabbi Rick Jacobs explains that until this negotiation, Rabbi Rabinowitz

...believed that [the Upper Plaza] was an extension of his area of

oversight. He could treat that as part of his ‘synagogue,” and he would

stop if there was a tekes (a ceremony going on) to indoctrinate female

soldiers into the IDF,?** he would object if there was a woman singing

“Hatikvah” or if there was a Yom HaShoah commemoration and women

participated, because a woman's voice is kol isha. Well it turns out that's

never been legally his area, and this decision also took back the wider

plaza to belong to the wider, Jewish people and to the citizens of Israel,

2% For more information regarding this conflict of religion and state, see
http://forward.com/sisterhood/174300/anger-over-kotel-kaddish-ban-leads-to-reversal/ (accessed April 25,
2017).
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not as an Orthodox prayer space.”®®

This condition of the compromise would gain back part of the Western Wall as a national

site once again.

In Purple section: Western Wall Northern Plaza
In Blue: Plan for Western Wall Southern Plaza

Credit: Jewish Telegraphic Agency
http://www.jta.org/2016/01/31/news-opinion/israel-
middle-east/3-maps-that-explain-the-western-wall-
compromise (accessed May 15, 2017).

Plan for new prayer plaza “Ezrat Yisrael”

Credit: Jewish Telegraphic Agency
http://www.jta.org/2016/01/31/news-opinion/israel-
middle-east/3-maps-that-explain-the-western-wall-
compromise (accessed May 15, 2017).
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Plan for One Entrance to the Western Wall, with three choices side-
by-side: Men, Women and Mixed

Credit: Jewish Telegraphic Agency
http://www.jta.org/2016/01/31/news-opinion/israel-middle-east/3-
maps-that-explain-the-western-wall-compromise (accessed May 15,
2017).

Objections

Since the news of this developing compromise broke out, many different groups
and organizations have spoken out about the highly contested site. Robinson’s Arch is a
well-known archeological site—part of The Jerusalem Archeological Park — Davidson
Center **—governed by the Israel Antiquities Authority. When Ronny Reich, an
archeologist who is head of the Archeological Council of Israel, heard about the new plan
for Robinson’s Arch, he joined others in signing a protest letter to Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu stating that creating a new prayer space at the Western Wall near
Robinson’s Arch would damage “the most important archeological site for the Jewish
People.”" Jewish archeologists have not been the only group to object to the idea. The

Palestinian Authority (PA) has also objected to any construction since the news of the

2% The Jerusalem Archeological Park—Davidson Center,
http://www.archpark.org.il/article.asp?period_id=1&id=62 (accessed April 25, 2017).

2T Helena Flusfeder, “The Most Important Archeological Site for the Jewish People,” The Jerusalem Post,
July 8, 2016, http://www.jpost.com/Magazine/Secrets-uncovered-near-Robinsons-Arch-456448 (accessed
April 25, 2017).
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Sharansky Plan. The PA Religious Affairs Minister, Mahmoud El Habash, said that “Any
change in the Temple Mount is unacceptable to the Palestinians or Arabs. It’s a change of

our heritage site and | believe that such a change will push us toward a new conflict.”*®

Original-Women of the Wall (O-WOW)

Perhaps the most notable opposition to the compromise comes from members who
were once part of Women of the Wall itself. In October 2013, following Women of the
Wall’s agreement to negotiate an egalitarian section, a rift in the prayer group occurred.
A couple of board members who did not agree with the decision to negotiate for a third
section at the Kotel left the group. These women felt that the prayer group was
abandoning Women of the Wall’s original mission: “an attempt to relive that first service;
to once again pray together at that holy site, wear tallitot, and read aloud from a Torah
scroll” at the women’s section of the Western Wall.?*® These women decided to leave
Women of the Wall and maintain the struggle for equal rights at the women’s section of
the Kotel. Although these women may be considered a ‘splinter group,”’ breaking away
from the larger Women of the Wall, this is not how they refer to themselves. With the
title Original-Women of the Wall (O-WOW), these women say that they “are holding to
the charter of the group, that's been its charter since its beginning.”* These women feel
that they are “stand[ing] firm with the exact goal, the one and only goal of the

organization,” while the real “splinter group” is Women of the Wall who has veered from

2% Jewish Telegraphic Agency, “Palestinians Object to Natan Sharansky’s Compromise Plan for Western
Wall,” The Forward, June 13, 2013, http://forward.com/news/breaking-news/178617/palestinians-object-
to-natan-sharanskys-compromise/ (accessed May 15, 2017).
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its original mission.*** Original-Women of the Wall has chosen to remain in the women’s
section. While this group does support non-orthodox tefillah (prayer), its primary
objective is to establish and secure women’s tefillah at the Ezrat Nashim, the women’s
section of the Kotel.

Original-Women of the Wall gathers once a month in the women’s section at the
Western Wall to hold a shacharit (morning) service with its largest gathering being thirty
worshippers.®® It has active supporters in North America as well as 1,409 Facebook
followers as of January 2017.%% The prayer group also has its own website describing
itself as “the founders, leaders, and activists of this cause since 1988” and as “an
independent, autonomous, pluralistic, feminist group.”*®* Original-Women of the Wall
believes that if they abandon the women’s section this move will allow the Western Wall
to be transformed into an official religious site. Professor Shulamit Magnus, one of the
founders of Women of the Wall and now of O-WOW, and in attendance at the very first
women’s tefillah in 1988 states, “You make a deal with them [the Haredi establishment]
and you give the national holy site of the Jewish people to that establishment.”*% Their
belief is that a compromise for an egalitarian section would hinder the ability to restore
the Western Wall as a national holy site. On the other hand, Lesley Sachs feels that the
Western Wall “hasn't been a national site for many, many years,” so the compromise
would be a way to address the current situation.>® In addition, Sachs has stated that the

new compromise would turn the Western Wall Upper Plaza, located behind the men and

%L Ipid.
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%93 https://www.facebook.com/Original WomenoftheWall/.
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women’s sections, back into a national site. However, this would not remove the Western
Wall from the auspices of the Haredi establishment.

Furthermore, if an agreement with WOW is made, O-WOW fears that it would lose
its right to hold women’s tefillah in the women’s section, since women’s prayer groups
are not recognized as an Ultra-Orthodox custom. Cheryl Birkner Mack, a core activist of
the Original-Women of the Wall explains that, “This deal would turn [the Western Wall]
over to the rabbinic administrator, Shmuel Rabinovitch, who would have the right to stop
you or me or anyone else, including a man, because they don't like the way we look, they
don't like the way we pray, they don't like the way we dress. He would have complete
rights.”®" In a Jerusalem Post editorial, Magnus explains that after an agreement is
made, “Women who will not move to Robinson’s Arch would be arrested. This aspect of
the deal is deliberately obscured by its backers, who trumpet the deal as enlightened and
progressive, without mentioning the coercive, misogynistic aspect at its core.”® The
women fear that their own rights—to halakhically pray as a prayer group in the women’s
section—would be removed because it is not accepted as Orthodox prayer. Rabbi Jacobs
has stated that the new section would include a portable mechitza for these women to
pray how they prefer, in a women’s-only minyan.*® He explains:

I care deeply about changing Orthodox Judaism to be more inclusive of women's

voices, but at the end of the day this set of negotiations was to change the state of

Israel. Changing the Jewish people’s practice of Orthodox Judaism: that’s going to

7 Transcript of Skype interview with Cheryl Birkner Mack, September 2, 2016, p. 11.

%%8 Shulamit Magnus, “An Appeal From an Original Woman of the Wall,” The Jerusalem Post, June 12,
20186, http://www.jpost.com/Opinion/An-appeal-from-an-original-Woman-of-the-Wall-456566 (accessed
April 25, 2017).
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be a generational challenge.
Original-Women of the Wall understands that Women of the Wall’s decision to negotiate
an egalitarian prayer space may be a functional solution, but O-WOW does not see it as a
way to gain full equality. As activist Cheryl Birkner Mack has expressed it: “I’m not in
this for practical [reasons], I'm in this for what | believe is correct, and what | hope is that
my great-granddaughters, when they look back on this, they will say that I stood up for

what was right, not for what was possible.”**

Compromise Perspectives

There are many diverse perspectives on the creation of an egalitarian third section
at the Western Wall. Some see the compromise as a relinquishing of rights while others
see it as an opportunity not to be wasted. However, the various perspectives are not black
and white. Many key individuals involved in this compromise recognize that sometimes
positives can outweigh the negatives. Perspectives from Women of the Wall, Chairman
of the Western Wall Heritage Foundation Rabbi Shmuel Rabinowitz, and the

Masorti Foundation for Conservative Judaism in Israel will be included in the discussion.

A) Women of the Wall
One may question how WOW Chairwoman Anat Hoffman can go from calling
Robinson’s Arch the “back of the bus” to accepting a compromise at that site. Hoffman
admits that:

Women of the Wall were never excited about the third section; we were

319 Transcript of interview with Cheryl Birkner Mack, September 2, 2016, p. 18.
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always connected to the women's section, and we wanted to stay there.

The third section is the way the government of Israel is saying, [as well as]

the Supreme Court, that this is a compromise that will bring peace. This is

a serious consideration. For women of the wall, this was a consideration

that we will be together with the Reform and Conservative movements at

the non-Orthodox plaza. This is a big compromise for us, a huge

sacrifice.*!*
Hoffman does see this compromise as relinquishing deserved rights at the women’s
section of the Kotel; however, she believes that compromise is a necessary part of
political life and social change:

As you know, some of our people left us because they were so

disillusioned and angry that we were willing to open a negotiation with

Prime Minister Netanyahu. We did it because this is the responsible thing

to do. If the Prime Minister asks an NGO to come and speak, you don’t

say, ‘Go jump in the lake.” The purpose of an NGO is to change policy,

and when the Prime Minister says, ‘let’s come and talk and see how we

can change,” you sit with him.*2
Hoffman understands that Women of the Wall has been offered a real opportunity that
may have profound implications for k’lal Yisrael (the Jewish collective) and for liberal
Jewry in both the diaspora and Israel. With this compromise, Hoffman’s expectation is
that the potential outcomes will outweigh the sacrifices:

...not looking forward to the third section, but reluctantly we will go there

11 Transcript of Skype interview with Anat Hoffman, September 8, 2016, p. 8.
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because we think it’s a great cultural redemption of this place that was
such a place of strife. We’re not going there because we’re tired or we had
attrition. We’re going there because we believe in the Jewish people, and
this is a solution that too many wise commissions, judges, prime ministers
appointed,; this is the solution that the government of Israel is willing to
accept.**®
Women of the Wall recognizes that its social cause can affect more people than just its
supporters. Lesley Sachs points out that, “there’s a law in Israel that every pupil, during
their twelve years at school, needs to be brought to the Kotel twice by the school...every
pupil that comes sees now only an ultra-Orthodox way of being Jewish and meets only
with the Kotel Heritage Foundation.”*!* Once the agreement is made for the creation of
an egalitarian third space, “they’ll see that there are other options. I think that’s a
wonderful thing.”*'* She expects that the new section will teach others that there is more
than one way to be Jewish.

Sachs further explains that offering people a choice may be one reason why the
ultra-Orthodox do not accept Jewish pluralism. With the negotiation for one main
entrance to all three prayer sections, Jews will be able to publicly choose non-orthodox
prayer. She argues that:

the fact that anyone who comes to the Kotel and walks in through the

gates would be able to choose, that's a new concept here in Israel: you

choose your religious way. That's, by the way, why they [the Haredim]

313 B
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won’t have it. That’s the reason for the whole fight against us because
that’s exactly what they’re scared of: that a Jew will have that choice. |
truly believe in religious pluralism and in religious rights, and | know that
the Haredi women don’t want us there [in the women’s section]. | don’t
think we need to be in their face if we have an alternative, so I’m all for
[the negotiated third section].**°

This concept of “choice” and the act of negotiating may threaten Haredi supremacy and
strengthen the legitimization of Jewish pluralism in Israel. Sachs also acknowledges that

having a third section will allow the orthodox and the non-orthodox to pray in their own

plazas, according to their ways, without inconveniencing one another.

B) An Ultra-Orthodox Perspective: Rabbi Shmuel Rabinowitz, Chairman of
the Western Wall Heritage Foundation

Rabbi Shmuel Rabinowitz, the Chairman of the Western Wall Heritage
Foundation, holds a valuable perspective for understanding how Women of the
Wall is perceived by many ultra-Orthodox Jews. Comprehending the perspective
of those in opposition is key to knowing where a dialogue should begin. For
Rabbi Rabinowitz, the notion of religious pluralism at the Kotel is one that he
Opposes:

I do understand the strong motivation to receive legitimacy to the new
Jewish ways, intentionally at the Western Wall. There is no other place
that the eyes of all Israel are looking at than the Western Wall, but with

what price? Since the day | started my role, | am guarding the Western

318 1hid.
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Wall and do everything | can to prevent use of the Western Wall to any
purpose that will use it for any one goal. It is sixteen years that the
members of my family and | have lived under huge pressure from the
media and from extremists, both from the religious parties and from the
liberal parties. Both claim against me that I place obstacles which prevent
their ability to express their own truth at the Kotel. | am proud of it. When
we come to the Western Wall, not rights we should demand, but common
responsibility and obligation to this sacred place and to the unity of the
Jewish people.®’
Rabbi Rabinowitz fears that the Kotel has been exploited to legitimize progressive
Judaism. He talks about “unity of the Jewish people” but a distinction must be made
between unity and sameness in Jewish practice. Despite this, he has participated in
negotiations, stating:

I was a partner on the committee established by the Prime Minister. | was

clear about my position to the idea of not partitioning the Kotel to

different denominations and tribes. But at the same time, | wanted to

follow the rule of the sages that says, ‘Peace is more important.” | wanted

to explore every way to finish this in a civil way (literally: a way between

brothers).*8
To this end, in January 2016, Rabbi Rabinowitz agreed to the compromise.

However, two months later, he revoked his position requesting the Haredi

317 Written interview with Shmuel Rabinowitz, September 18, 2016, p. 2. Translated by Ofer Beit-
Halachmi.
18 |pid., p. 3.
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political parties in the Knesset to pass a law repealing the compromise.*™? Liberal
Jewish leaders believe this move was enacted to place pressure on Haredi
politicians to take action opposing the compromise he agreed to, so all of the

responsibility and censure would not fall on his shoulders.3?

C) Masorti Foundation for Conservative Judaism in Israel
The Masorti (Conservative) movement in Israel holds a unique standpoint on the
compromise, having already signed an agreement with the government in 2000 to pray at

Robinson’s Arch.%?!

A statement released by the Masorti Movement at the time the

agreement was reached reads, in part:
With the responsibility and readiness to reach a compromise and to engage
in discussions, and in the effort to limit friction and confrontation which
could, heaven forbid, escalate to bloodshed, we have decided to accept the
proposition for a twelve month trial period, to hold prayers at the southern
end of the Kotel, rather than in the main plaza. This is a great day in the
struggle for religious pluralism in Israel, a day in which the government
has accepted the principle whereby every Jew has the right to pray at the

holiest site of the People of Israel, in keeping with his/her custom.®%

Although this was a positive arrangement which has continued for the Masorti

%19 Ben Sales, “Western Wall Prayer Deal: Why Liberal Jews Aren’t Worried After Losing Orthodox
Support,” Jewish Telegraphic Agency, March 15, 2016, http://www.jta.org/2016/03/15/default/why-liberal-
jews-arent-worried-that-the-western-wall-rabbi-denounced-the-egalitarian-prayer-deal (accessed May 3,
2017).
%20 Ipid.
%21 The Masorti Foundation for Conservative Judaism in Israel, “Milestones in the Struggle for Egalitarian
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movement, the government does not monetarily support the site. The movement has its
own reservation center for groups and b’nai mitzvah celebrations, prayerbooks and Torah
scrolls. Yizhar Hess, the Executive Director of the Masorti Movement, has admitted that
the relationship between the movement and Women of the Wall has not always been
amicable. The Masorti Movement was ready to compromise and use Robinson’s Arch as
a place for liberal Jewish prayer long before Women of the Wall was prepared to leave
the women’s section of the Kotel. A government compromise with the Masorti
Movement could have ended Women of the Wall’s struggle for pluralistic prayer in the
northern plaza of the Kotel. Hess explains that “in the history of Women of the Wall, we
betrayed them when we accepted the compromise back then to daven at Robinson’s Arch.
Women of the Wall hated this for years. | wasn’t involved back then...We accepted the
compromise. Women of the Wall didn’t.”*?® The reason this was a controversial decision
was because the Masorti compromise of creating a location for non-Orthodox prayer
conflicted with Women of the Wall’s goal of obtaining equal, religious rights in the
women’s section of the Kotel.

Still, Hess clarifies that the Masorti compromise never gave up the movement’s
“just claim to get a part of the regular, well-established Kotel—not the back seat of the
bus, but the front seat of the bus.” With the new compromise, Hess feels that the non-
Orthodox streams will be “signing off the historic Kotel” and allowing the minhag
hamakom (custom of the place) at the northern section of the Kotel to be Orthodox.*?* At
the same time, however, Hess believes that non-Orthodox Jews are gaining more than

they are losing: “What we gained is the sense of equality, not full equality but a sense of

%23 Transcript of Skype interview with Yizhar Hess, August 25, 2016, p. 6.
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equality for having one entrance for the Kotel; for having funding; for having regulations

325 that would set in stone for

that give us the ability, official regulations in the takkanot
the first time in the state of Israeli egalitarian minhag.”*?® This is an achievement that
non-orthodox streams have never had before. Today, the Masorti Movement is part of the
Women of the Wall coalition for the creation of a pluralist prayer space at the southern

section of the Kotel.

Compromise Decision

On January 31, 2016, the Israeli government approved the compromise for the
creation of an egalitarian prayer space at the southern section of the Western Wall. The
plan passed in the cabinet by a vote of 15-5.%%” That same day, a Jerusalem Post article
declared: “Once the changes are implemented and the provisions of the cabinet decisions
anchored in the Law for the Holy Sites, Women of the Wall agree to move their services
to the egalitarian section.”*?® By September, approximately eight months following this
highly celebrated and publicized victory, no progress was made. Prime Minister
Netanyahu had neglected the coalition decision, refraining to implement even the first
steps of the compromise. Shira Pruce, former Director of Public Relations of Women of
the Wall, said the fact that the vote passed was “still quite unprecedented in terms of

pluralism in Israel, and this speaks to the power of the pluralistic coalition, American

%2 takkanot (plural for takkanah): legislative enactment within halakha.

%26 Transcript of Skype interview with Yizhar Hess, August 25, 2016, p. 7.

%27 Jeremy Sharon, “Cabinet Approves “Historic’ Decision to Create Western Wall Egalitarian Prayer

Space,” The Jerusalem Post, January 31, 2016, http://www.jpost.com/Israel-News/Cabinet-approves-

?Zisstoric-decision-to-create-Western-WaII-egalitarian-prayer-space-443362 (accessed April 25, 2017).
Ibid.
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Jewry and Women of the Wall’s fight.”*?° On the other hand, she reminds us that the
failure to implement the plan speaks to the “dysfunctionality of the political system and
the strength of the Haredi block.”**° The Israeli Supreme Court has criticized the
government for not taking action.**!

As of January 11, 2017, the High Court gave the government thirty days “to find
‘good cause’ why a woman may not read aloud from a Torah scroll as part of prayer
services at the Western Wall.”*** With this one edict, the court addressed three petitions:
1) Robinson’s Arch does not count as “access” to the Western Wall; 2) the Western Wall
Heritage Foundation employees must stop body searches other than general security
checks; and 3) there currently is no “good cause” for the prohibition of women’s Torah
reading at the Western Wall.*** The edict has the power to bring about women’s Torah
reading at the northern section of the Western Wall, specifically where Women of the

Wall began its struggle in 1988.

Conclusion: Symbolism and Political Implications
The compromise for an egalitarian third section, overseen by a pluralistic board,
may have immense implications for Israeli society and world Jewry. The implementation

of the plan would symbolize political acceptance and recognition of non-Orthodox

2;9) Skype interview with Shira Pruce, January 20, 2016.

Ibid.
%! Daniel Sugarman, “Israeli Supreme Court Slams Government for Not Opening Western Wall Egalitarian
Area,” The Jewish Chronicle, February 4, 2016, https://www.thejc.com/news/israel/israeli-supreme-court-
slams-government-for-not-opening-western-wall-egalitarian-area-1.53027 (accessed May 3, 2017).
%32 Amanda Borschel-Dan, “In Landmark Decision, High Court Rules for Women’s Western Wall Prayer,”
The Times of Israel, January 11, 2017, http://www.timesofisrael.com/in-sweeping-decision-high-court-
rules-for-womens-western-wall-prayer/ (accessed May 3, 2017).
%% The Original-Women of the Wall also petitioned for this last clause: to read from Torah scrolls at the
Kotel.
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streams of Judaism. It would also serve as a starting point for future progress in the realm
of Jewish pluralism in Israel.

Unlike the current arrangement of Robinson’s Arch, which Women of the Wall
does not view as a suitable or fair prayer space, the new third section would be a visible
choice to all Kotel visitors. The entrance to Robinson’s Arch would become one of three
options at a main entryway to the entire Kotel. It would include access to Torah scrolls
and prayerbooks for use, have a portable mechitza (divider) for those who choose to pray
in a separate minyan, and be supervised by a pluralistic board. Women of the Wall as
well as the leaders of the Reform and Conservative movements will work together to
manage an inclusive prayer space for all streams of Judaism. Lastly, the creation of this
new prayer space would reclaim part of the Western Wall as a national site open to k’lal
Yisrael, the entire Jewish people. It could be used for national ceremonies without gender
segregation and will be conducted as a national site, not a site exclusively for ultra-
Orthodox prayer.

The government recognition of liberal Judaism in Israel has been a long process.
Rabbi Joshua Weinberg, President of ARZA, states that “The real success will be not if
we actually get our own egalitarian section, which | know is debatable...it's about the
government recognizing a non-Orthodox Jewish body of authority over that space. That,
to me, is the most critical aspect here.”®** Yizhar Hess agrees: “if it is indeed
implemented, it will be the first time that in official regulations, our minhag would be
recognized.”**

Even more significant is that the Women of the Wall compromise could be a

%% Transcript of phone interview with Joshua Weinberg, September 2, 2016, p. 2.
%% Transcript of Skype interview with Yizhar Hess, August 25, 2016, p. 7.
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breakthrough issue, the start of a domino effect for future acceptance of liberal Judaism
in Israel. Hess clarifies that Women of the Wall is not the most important issue for Israeli
society, but it is an important one to promote. He teaches that, “sometimes, in civil rights
activities, you need the singular thing that you are able to get a breakthrough with
because it will help you do successful things in other arenas.”**® Rabbi Weinberg and
Hess concur that this acknowledgement of liberal Judaism can lead to real change in
Israel, serving as a platform for issues that are even more important to non-Orthodox
Jews and affect even more individuals.**” Women of the Wall may just be that

breakthrough issue leading to the actualization of Jewish pluralism in Israel.

336 B
Ibid., p. 3.
%37 Transcript of phone interview with Joshua Weinberg, September 2, 2016, p. 3.
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CONCLUSION

Looking Back

Dr. Phyllis Chesler, who gathered together a women’s-only prayer group in
December 1988, could never have imagined that Women of the Wall would become what
it is today. She admits that it began as “a theological, religious” intention: to pray at the
Western Wall. She continues, “To me, this was not meant to be a political struggle. | was
rudely awakened and shocked by how religion is politicized in Israeli fashion, in a way
that's just not to be believed, but now | know.”** Phyllis Chesler and Rivka Haut’s book,
Women of the Wall: Claiming Sacred Ground at Judaism’s Holy Site, states the prayer
group’s original aim, “Since that first group service, our struggle has consisted of an
attempt to relive that first service; to once again pray together at that holy site, wear
tallitot, and read aloud from a Torah scroll.”**® Today, accomplishing this mission could

have significant implications for the State of Israel.

In Summation

Women of the Wall is a prayer group that has had important effects on Jewish
feminism and Jewish notions of religious pluralism. While it has not managed to equally
capture the attention of both American Jewry and Israeli society, Women of the Wall is
nationally and internationally recognized. Although it has taken time, the prayer group
has made advancements in Israeli society and is on the way toward further changing the
character of the Western Wall. The first chapter dealing with women in the religious

public sphere explained the three main effects WOW has had on Israeli society in this

%% Transcript of Skype interview with Phyllis Chesler, September 15, 2016, p. 14.
%39 Chesler and Haut, eds., Women of the Wall, xx.



domain: 1) It has been a source of consciousness-raising for women’s religious equality;
2) It has been a source of Jewish women’s empowerment; and 3) It has helped maintain a
space for Jewish women to exercise their religious rights in the public sphere. Through
media strategies, the prayer group has been able to tell its story, bringing it into Israeli
discourse and to the Knesset. The second chapter on the media and Israeli-American
relations revealed how media has been used as a tool for social advocacy in both Israel
and America. First, it has brought the issues of women’s religious equality in the public
sphere and religious pluralism in Israel to the forefront. Second, Women of the Wall has
educated American Jewry about the Israeli Haredi monopoly and how detrimental it is to
the State of Israel. It has also provided more ways for WOW'’s overseas constituency to
become invested and support the prayer group. With American Jewry placing pressure on
Israel and encouraging the state to uphold a more democratic character, this partnership
with WOW has been advantageous throughout the years. The penultimate chapter
discussed the “argument of authenticity” which questioned whether Women of the Wall
and its social values are authentic to Israeli society. It explored possible responses to this
argument, discussing Israel’s culture of imports and culture of progressing with
modernity. This chapter demonstrated that no matter where Women of the Wall’s social
values have originated, they have helped to foster democratic principles in Israeli society.
Furthermore, this chapter examined the tension between the Kotel’s national and
religious sentiments. To conclude, it analyzed if religious pluralism is a realistic goal for
Israel and what steps would be necessary to achieve this ideal. The final chapter
presented the plan for the creation of a pluralistic third section at the Western Wall. It

also offered various perspectives on this compromise including those of Women of the
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Wall, Original-Women of the Wall, Rabbi Shmuel Rabinowitz, and the Masorti
Movement for Conservative Judaism in Israel. Lastly, this chapter described the symbolic
and political implications that the Western Wall compromise could have on Israeli
society and world Jewry. A victory for Women of the Wall—the creation of a pluralistic
prayer space—has the potential to influence the future of Israel’s political structure. The
recognition of non-Orthodox streams of Judaism would signify Israel’s acknowledgment
that there is more than one way to be Jewish and could be the impetus for greater Jewish
pluralism in Israel.

While the Women of the Wall controversy is a specific issue, it symbolizes the
extensive problems arising from the unequal structure of religion and state in Israel. The
manner in which Israel conducts the site that is significant to its liberation is indicative of
the character of the state itself: one in which religion has subjugated democracy. Even
more, the manner in which the government conducts the site that is important to k’lal
Yisrael is indicative of who it considers to be a part of the Jewish people: only Ultra-
Orthodox Jews or all Jewish denominations, only Israelis or world Jewry included? A
victory for Women of the Wall—the creation of a pluralistic prayer space—has the
potential to influence the future of Israel’s political structure. It has the power to weaken
the ultra-Orthodox supremacy, strive for a religious equilibrium, and rebalance the power
of religion and state. Through Women of the Wall’s influence on women’s participation
in the public sphere, its use of media as a tool for social advocacy, and its social values of
feminism and Jewish religious pluralism WOW is strengthening democracy in Israeli

society.
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Looking Ahead

As Women of the Wall eagerly wait to learn how the Knesset will rule next in
regard to women’s prayer at the Western Wall, one may question what else can be done
to facilitate Jewish pluralism in Israel. Leaders of Liberal Judaism in Israel have provided

three answers. The first is “to grow more than we are now,”**°

whether through attracting
secular Jews or through aliyah.*** Director of the Masorti Movement in Israel, Yizhar
Hess, explains that “there are a little more than half a million Israelis that identify
themselves as Reform or Conservative/Masorti Jews in Israel. It's not significant enough,
and we need to grow. When it happens, and we need to push it to happen, it will be
politically profitable for the average, Israeli politician to make sure that he hears us.”3*?
Currently, the voice of non-Orthodox Judaism is still too small in Israel to stand alone in
generating change. The second answer is to garner monetary support from American
Jews to support non-Orthodox Judaism in Israel. Hess says, “This is the sole arena that
can be changed dramatically, not with dozens of millions only with millions. It’s a failure
of us Israelis, for not advocating enough and not convincing enough and a failure of
America Jewry for not allocating this bridge as the most important bridge for our two
communities to be able to walk on in the next thirty-four years.”*** Once this investment
occurs, the third solution will be to build up these Jewish communities in Israel. Similar

to Father of Zionism, Theodor Herzl’s motto, “If you will it, it is no dream, “Hess says

“You will build. They will come.” Currently, there are congregations “gathering in bomb

%40 Transcript of Skype interview with Yizhar Hess, August 25, 2016, p. 7.

1 Aliyah (“to go up” of “ascend” in Hebrew) is the immigration of Jews from the diaspora to Israel. This
phrase is used to express that one is physically “going up” towards Jerusalem as well as spiritually being
elevated as a result of living in the Holy Land. Written Interview with Levi Weiman-Kelman, September
16, 2016, p. 3.

%42 Transcript of Skype interview with Yizhar Hess, August 25, 2016, p. 7.

*3 Ipid., p. 9.
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shelters, in kindergartens, in different places that do not look, do not have the facility, and
do not have the spirit of synagogue.”*** All of these proposed solutions—the growth of
more liberal Jews, the monetary support of Reform and Conservative Judaism, and the
building of these communities in Israel, rely on the partnership of Israel-Diaspora Jewry.
The future of Liberal Judaism in Israel relies on this relationship.

WOW Chairwoman, Anat Hoffman, believes that, “Women of the Wall personifies
one of the finest moments between Diaspora Jews and Israeli Jews.” She explains, “our
special connection is a microcosm of this relationship at its very best. I influenced you as
you inspired me, as | influenced you, as you helped me, and hand-in-hand, we are
moving the Jewish people forward.”**®> Together, Women of the Wall and American
Jewry challenge Israel to “open the gates of the homeland wide to every Jew” instead of
just to one type of Jew.**® WOW Director Lesley Sachs says, “I think we still have a long
battle before us. I’m just hoping that North American Jewry won’t give up on us and get
tired with the battle.”>*’

A victory for Women of the Wall would be a victory for Jewish women and for all
of Liberal Judaism. Nevertheless, it would be one step forward on a much longer road
towards the efflorescence of Jewish pluralism and democratic ideals in the state of Israel.
Rabbi Rick Jacobs, President of the Union of Reform Judaism in America, explains that

right now, with the Haredi establishment “what we can change is the Kotel,” but

** Ibid.

% Transcript of Skype interview with Anat Hoffman, September 8, 2016, p. 4.

%48 National Legislative Bodies / National Authorities, Israel: The Declaration of the Establishment of the
State of Israel, May 14, 1948, available at
http://www.mfa.gov.il/mfa/foreignpolicy/peace/guide/pages/declaration%200f%20establishment%200f%2
Ostate%200f%20israel.aspx (accessed January 23, 2017).

7 Transcript of interview with Lesley Sachs, September 5, 2016, p. 7.
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...we will then set our sights on the next and the next and the next, and

when people say, ‘Will you be satisfied if you can change the Kotel?” The

answer is, “‘Of course not!” We want equality throughout the society and

it's high time for that to be the case. We in North America and all around

the world—the majority of Jews—are not Haredi. The majority of Jews

demand and deserve equality there.3*®
This equality is essential for a Jewish state that prides itself in being a homeland for the
Jewish people and not just for the Israeli people.**® Concerning Women of the Wall’s
diaspora supporters, Israel’s measure of Jewish pluralism is both what repels Liberal
Jews from Israel and what currently keeps Liberal Jews in continued relationship, as they
support the strengthening of a democratic state. With a more pluralistic society, Israel
would live up to its values distinguished in the Basic Law: “To protect human dignity and
liberty, in order to establish in a Basic Law the values of the State of Israel as a Jewish
and democratic state.”®*° This actualization could lead to greater diaspora support.
However, if diaspora Jews become fatigued from this struggle, Israel would have
squandered a lifeline to its own progress. Women of the Wall is both a religious and a

social movement that can have vital implications for the advancement of Israeli society.

8 Transcript of Skype interview with Rick Jacobs, July 27, 2016, p. 8.

%49 «“\\/e appeal to the Jewish people throughout the Diaspora to rally round the Jews of Eretz-Israel in the
tasks of immigration and upbuilding...” See The Declaration of the Establishment of the State of Israel.
%0 K nesset, “Basic Law: Human Dignity and Liberty,” March 17, 1992,
https://www.knesset.gov.il/laws/special/eng/basic3_eng.htm (accessed May 15, 2017).

140



AFTERWORD

Many join Women of the Wall for the pursuit of women’s religious rights at the
Western Wall. While the prayer group is making advancements for women’s public
prayer, it is also accomplishing goals that affect more than one gender. This thesis
overcomes the idea that Women of the Wall is just for women’s rights. To limit the
struggle is to limit the scope of people that Women of the Wall’s actions can affect. The
prayer group does not just strive for Jewish women’s rights but for religious pluralism:
the acceptance that there exists more than one way to be Jewish.

As for the divide between Women of the Wall and Original-Women of the Wall,
the actions of both prayer groups have the potential to legitimize Jewish pluralism in
Israel. The former may obtain it through compromise while the latter may obtain it by
staying true to the acquisition of rights in the women’s section. Nevertheless, while both
groups may gain more rights than they have now, both solutions would still mean a
divided Western Wall. Instead, a more ideal solution would be the reestablishment of the
Western Wall as a national, holy site instead of a religious, holy site. This resolution
would eradicate power from one Jewish denomination and lead to a more democratic
arrangement.

The first time | heard about Women of the Wall’s struggle was the first day |
perceived Israel in a negative light, and | was angry at the country I thought was
supposed to be equally accepting of all types of Jews. Still, I strived to love Israel even
with its flaws. Love is not easy. In any relationship, love comes with its challenges.
Think of someone you care for who has disappointed you. You want her to be the best
that she can be, and she may continue to upset you. However, your love is so great that

you will do all that you can to help her become better, and you will even sing her praises



to others because you know of her potential. This is how | feel about Israel.

My heart hurts when | hear of the hatred and the injustice between Haredim and
non-Orthodox Jews. My heart hurts when a woman cannot pray how she sees fit at the
Western Wall, a public site. My heart hurts when there is so much hate against the Jewish
people, but our own people cannot act as one. Our voice can make a difference. This is

why our love matters. Our love needs to be stronger than the flaws that upset us.

Dear reader,
| pray that no matter which sentiment—whether you are full of love or anger for Israel—
you will act upon your feelings in order for Israel to be an even greater home for the

Jewish people.
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IDF paratroopers Zion Karasanti, Yitzhak Yifat and Haim Oshri, stand
together after the liberation of the Western Wall on June 7, 1967.

Credit: This iconic picture was taken by David Rubinger.

Women of the Wall recreate the famous picture of the paratroopers in 1967 with the
original photographer.

Credit: David Rubinger, April 17, 2013. 143
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Women of the Wall is a story about walls:
the walls between Jewish extremists and Jewish pluralists,
the walls between men and women,
and the walls between women’s prayer and egalitarian prayer.
It is a story about the walls between Israel and America,
the walls between religion and state,
and the walls between Judaism and democracy.
Women of the Wall is a story about the countless walls between us,
physically and metaphorically.

However, that is not all it is about.

It is a story about brave women who are strong at heart, spirit, and faith,
persevering the struggle for women’s rights—human rights—since 1988.

It is a story about empowerment and taking hold of one’s own Jewish practice.

It is a story about sisterhood, brotherhood, and unity that embraces differences.

It is a story about leaders and supporters establishing mutual respect, collaboration, and
relationships, extending beyond boundaries, denominations, and countries.

It is a story about God and God’s people learning to live together.

It is a prayer for a stronger, Jewish peoplehood.

*hkkkk
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APPENDIX A - RESEARCH PROTOCOL FORM

Thesis Research Protocol
Preliminary Thesis Study Title: Women of the Wall: A Narrative History
Allison Cohen
Allison.cohen@huc.edu

Purpose of Study: The central purpose of this thesis will be to document the history of Women
of the Wall (WOW) on the basis of primary source documents, including interviews. This thesis
will not only reconstruct the history of WOW, but it will also provide readers with a critical
analysis of how this organization has changed over time, analyzing the critical turning points and
investigating the impetus for each step taken. In order to determine whether WOW is essentially
a North American import and phenomenon, this thesis will also analyze (a) the denominational
breakdown of WOW participation; (b) the breakdown of Israeli versus diaspora monetary
support; and (c) Israeli perceptions of WOW. Women of the Wall’s history sheds light on larger
issues of Israeli society, which will be addressed in three chapters of this thesis. These social
issues include: 1) Feminism and Women’s Equality, 2) Israeli-American Relations, and 3)
Church, State and Religious Pluralism. Lastly, this thesis will draw conclusions from primary
source findings and offer prospects for WOW'’s future.

Principal Researcher’s Professional Qualifications:
Allison Brooke Cohen
Hebrew Union College — Jewish Institute of Religion
Master of Arts in Hebrew Letters, May 2016
Rabbinic Ordination, expected May 2017

Brandeis University, Waltham, MA
Bachelor of Arts in Sociology, May 2012

Faculty Thesis Advisor’s Professional Qualifications:
Professor Gary P. Zola, Ph.D.
Edward M. Ackerman Family Distinguished Professor of the American Jewish
Experience and Reform Jewish History
Executive Director, Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the American Jewish Archives;
Hebrew Union College — Jewish Institute of Religion
Cincinnati, Ohio

For more information, visit: http://huc.edu/directory/gary-p-zola
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Principal Researcher: Allison Brooke Cohen

Previous related research:

To date, the only published work on the history of WOW is Phyllis Chesler and Rivka Haut’s
book, Women of the Wall: Claiming Sacred Ground at Judaism’s Holy Site. This book is a
compilation of personal narratives provided by those who contributed in one way or another to
WOW’s early years.! Chesler and Haut assembled testimonies from rabbis, founding WOW
participants, and early WOW supporters. Although the Chesler and Haut volume provides
historians with valuable, primary source material, this work is not a critical history of WOW.
Additionally, since the book was published in 2002, the importance of reconstructing the history
of this organization over the last 15 years becomes all the more significant.

Subject characteristics & inclusion/exclusion criteria: The subjects are selected based on
purposeful sampling to interview those individuals who can provide a viewpoint on Women of
the Wall related to either a Jewish denomination or to holding Israeli or American nationality. |
can assure that participants will not be coerced to participate in any way because they will
willingly choose to participate and will be given the opportunity to stop participation in the
interview at any time if they feel uncomfortable or do not wish to complete the interview for any
reason.

Recruitment Procedures: In order to gain a variety of perspectives, | have chosen participants
that identify with various, Jewish denominations. | have also chosen participants that have
experience praying with, supporting, or working with/for Women of the Wall. Lastly, I have
chosen participants who live in Israel or America to help me learn about Israeli-American
Relations as well as the differences in Church-State relations.

Procedure:

Participants can choose to either write in their answers to their interview questions or have an
interview with me. The interview may take place in person, on the phone or over a visual,
communication program, such as Skype.

Each participant will be given a consent form that they must sign before discussion or data
collection begins.

For record keeping, the interviews will be recorded by a Digital Tape Recorder either from the
audio in person, off of the Skype, or from loudspeaker of the phone. All participants will be
aware of the presence of the recorder. Interviews will be transcribed from these recordings.

Should a participant experience any emotional stress due to the content of the interview
questions asked, I will stop discussion and remind the participant that s/he is free to end the
interview at any time. I will then ask a different question so as to move the discussion in a new
direction.

! Chesler, Phyllis and Rivka Haut. Women of the Wall: Claiming Sacred Ground at Judaism's Holy Site. Woodstock,
Vt.: Jewish Lights, 2003.
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Principal Researcher: Allison Brooke Cohen

Anticipated Benefits for subjects: It is hoped that the results of this study will benefit the
interviewee by providing greater introspection and insight into his or her experiences. The
interviewee will also benefit from knowing that he or she is advancing the historical enterprise
and, also, contributing to the education of others on this important matter. The written and
recorded stories and answers the interviewee provides will enable future generations to learn
more about the history of WOW.

Compensation to subjects: Participating respondents in this study will not be financially
compensated.

Plans for obtaining and documenting informed consent: Please see attached consent form.

All participants show their initial consent to participate in the study by completing a written
consent form that the researcher will provide either by email or by US Mail. Prior to the
interview, participants must sign this written consent form and scan, mail or fax this form back to
the researcher.

Email: Allison.cohen@huc.edu

Mail: The Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the American Jewish Archives
3101 Clifton Avenue
Cincinnati, OH 45220

Fax: 513-221-7812

Participants will have the right to either release or disclose any names or other identifying
information revealed during the interview.

Plans for data storage:

With permission, all written answers, recordings, or recording-transcripts may become part of
The Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the American Jewish Archives located on Hebrew Union
College — Jewish Institute of Religion’s Cincinnati campus. In addition, a copy of the final thesis
will be stored at the Klau Library located on the Hebrew Union College — Jewish Institute of
Religion’s Cincinnati campus.
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APPENDIX B - RESEARCH CONSENT FORM

Consent Form
Preliminary Thesis Study Title: Women of the Wall: A Narrative History
Allison Cohen
Allison.cohen@huc.edu

Project Description:

I am conducting primary research on Women of the Wall.

As gaining a variety of perspectives is necessary for understanding the spectrum of viewpoints
that exist, I would like to interview you in order to learn from your experiences and to obtain a
range of viewpoints and opinions about WWomen of the Wall. You may ask any questions
regarding the research, and they will be answered fully. You may withdraw from the study at any
time. Your participation is voluntary.

Goals:

The central purpose of this thesis will be to document the history of Women of the Wall (WOW)
on the basis of primary source documents, including oral interviews. This thesis will not only
reconstruct the history of WOW, but it will also provide readers with a critical analysis of how
this organization has changed over time, analyzing the critical turning points and investigating
the impetus for each step taken. In order to determine whether WOW is essentially a North
American import and phenomenon, this thesis will also analyze (a) the denominational
breakdown of WOW participation; (b) the breakdown of Israeli versus diaspora monetary
support; and (c) Israeli perceptions of WOW. Women of the Wall’s history sheds light on larger
issues of Israeli society, which will be addressed in three chapters of this thesis. These social
issues include: 1) Feminism and Women’s Equality, 2) Israeli-American Relations, and 3)
Church, State and Religious Pluralism. Lastly, this thesis will draw conclusions from primary
source findings and offer prospects for WOW'’s future.

Procedure:

A. If your interview answers are typed, | ask for permission to quote or summarize your answers
in my written work. Please feel free to write as much or as little as you want. You can also
decide not to answer any question or to stop answering the interview any time you want. The
written answers will become the property of the project.

B. If your interview is in person or via audio or video call, I would like your permission to record
the interview. | am also planning to transcribe these recordings so that they can be used
effectively. The interview will be recorded only if you provide your written consent. Please feel
free to say as much or as little as you want. You can also decide not to answer any question or to
stop the interview any time you want. The tapes and transcripts will become the property of the
project.

C. If you so choose, the recordings and recording-transcripts (or copy of notes taken) will be kept
anonymous, without any reference to your identity, and your identity will be concealed in any
reports written from the interviews, unless you give permission to make known personal
information.

D. If you so choose, the recordings and recording-transcripts (or copy of notes taken) will

Agreement to Participate in Interview — Page 1 of 3




become part of The Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the American Jewish Archives, located on the
Hebrew Union College — Jewish Institute of Religion’s Cincinnati campus.

Compensation: Participating respondents in this study will not be financially compensated.

Confidentiality:

Participants can complete the interview upon signing the following consent form.

No publications or reports from this project will include identifying information on any
participant without your signed permission. If you agree to join this study, please sign your name
on the following page.

Agreement to Participate in Interview — Page 2 of 3




CONSENT FORM
Preliminary Thesis Study Title: Women of the Wall: A Narrative History

1, , agree to be interviewed for the project entitled
TBD which is being produced by Allison Cohen of Hebrew Union College — Jewish Institute of
Religion, Cincinnati, OH.

I certify that | have been told of the confidentiality of information collected for this project; that |
have been given satisfactory answers to my inquiries concerning project procedures and other
matters; and that | have been advised that | am free to discontinue participation in the project or
activity at any time without prejudice.

| agree to participate in one or more interviews for this project. | understand that the results of
this study may be published in an academic journal or book.

| agree that any information obtained from this research may be used in any way thought best for
this study.

| agree that my identity can be revealed in relationship to my experiences and answers.
| agree that my written answers, recordings, or recording-transcripts can become part of The

Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the American Jewish Archives located on the Hebrew Union
College — Jewish Institute of Religion’s Cincinnati campus.

Date

Signature of Interviewee

Date:

Signature of Interviewer

If you have questions: The researchers conducting this study are Allison Cohen under guidance
of Professor Gary P. Zola, Ph.D. Please ask any questions you have now. If you have questions
later, you may contact A. Cohen at allison.cohen@huc.edu or Professor Zola at GZola@huc.edu

Agreement to Participate in Interview — Page 3 of 3
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APPENDIX C - RECOGNITIONS

Comprehensive Chronology

December 1st, 1988:

The individuals present at the women-only prayer service included:

May 10th, 2013: Rosh Chodesh Sivan Prayer, Protest, and Police Protection
| was the leader of this Rosh Chodesh service. At that time, | was an intern for

Women of the Wall.

October 12th, 2014: Bat Mitzvah Campaign:
The young women who took part in the campaign include: Ashira Abramowitz-
Silverman, daughter of Yosef Abramowitz and Rabbi Susan Silverman, Devora
Leff, daughter of Lauri Donahue and Rabbi Barry Leff, Sasha Lutt, daughter of
Irina Lutt and Alma Weiss-Abraham daughter of Sharon Abraham-Weiss and

Yoav Weiss.

October 24th, 2014 - First Bat Mitzvah with Torah Scroll at the Western Wall:

On that day, Sasha Lutt from Beer Sheva, daughter of Irina Lutt, became a bat

mitzvah.

November 2nd, 2016 [Rosh Chodesh Cheshvan]: Torah Scrolls in the Women’s
Section:

Israeli leaders included: Anat Hoffman (WOW Chairperson), Lesley Sachs
(WOW Director), Rabbi Noa Sattath (Director of Israeli Religious Action Center),
Gilad Kariv (Director of the Israeli Movement for Progressive Judaism), Yizhar

Hess (Director of Masorti Movement), Rabbi Ada Avidov (Kehillat Har-El),
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Cantor Evan Cohen (Kehillat Har-El).
American leaders included: Rabbi Rick Jacobs (President of the URJ) and
Rabbi Steven Wernick (Chief Executive Officer of The United Synagogue of

Conservative Judaism).
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